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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Deborah Sampson Gannett proves a difficult person for historians to overlook, even if 
key facts of her life remain unknown.1 During the American Revolution, she flouted the rules of 
her time by dressing as a man and enlisting. For seventeen months, in 1782-1783, she lived as 
“Robert Shurtliff” until her discovery and resulting discharge at West Point on October 25, 
1783.2 Afterward, she returned to Massachusetts, to the town of Sharon, married in 1785, and in 
1792 petitioned the Massachusetts legislature for funds not received during her time in the 
Continental Army.3 Between March and October of 1802, she publicly lectured on her 
experience as a soldier in New England and parts of New York, to earn money for her family.4 
Because of her experience, recognition, and celebration as a female soldier, she represents a 
taboo character whose actions inspire great curiosity.  
Two biographers have told her story. The first, during her lifetime; the second, after she 
was long dead.  With the goal of securing a pension to help her and her husband’s struggling 
farm, Herman Mann, a printer/publisher/journalist hoped to create a national following for her 
life and service. Mann’s 1797 biography of Gannett, The Female Review, highlighted “The most 
remarkable feature of the case” which was, “…that during those entire campaigns, while 
mingling constantly with men, night and day, in all their exercises, through so many months, she 
maintained her virtue unsullied, so that her sex was not even suspected.”5 Despite the focus on 
                                                 
1 Scholars disagree on the spelling of Gannett’s name. Sources list it as Gannet, Gannett, Sampson, and Samson. 
2 Alfred Young, Masquerade: The Life and Times of Deborah Sampson, Continental Soldier (Alfred A. Knopf: New 
York, 2004), 5. 
3 Ibid, 4. 
4 Judith R. Hiltner, ““Like a Bewildered Star”: Deborah Sampson, Herman Mann, and Address, Delivered with 
Applause,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 29 (Spring, 1999): 5, accessed January 25, 2017, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3886083.  
5 John Adams Vinton, “Introduction,” in Herman Mann, The Female Review: Life of Deborah Sampson: The Female 
Soldier in the War of Revolution with An Introduction and Notes by John Adams Vinton (Boston: J.K. Wiggin & WM. 
Parsons Lunt, 1916), 22-23. 
2 
 
Gannett’s time as a soldier, analysis of her clothing is a small portion of the story. The second 
biographer, Alfred Young, in 2004, told a more detailed story of her life, including one 
substantially important argument in his epilogue. Even though he believed that Sampson could 
not be considered a cross-dresser6, he conceded that clothing did play an important part in her 
“masquerade.”7  
While his recognition of the importance of clothing is good, it is problematic that he 
rejects the term “cross-dresser.” Young argues that this more modern word indicates an inner 
“desire,” or compulsion to wear cross-gendered clothing.8 Therefore, it does not define Gannett 
or others like her. For him, Gannett masqueraded as a man because she wanted a different and 
perhaps even better life and also because she recognized that “performing gender” as a man was 
the only way she could act on her desire to serve in the military. Therefore, there is no 
connection to an urge to cross-dress, if it is understood as a symptom of an erotic compulsion or 
psychological disorder. However, multiple studies on transvestism during the eighteenth century 
and the early modern era do use the term of cross-dressing to characterize female-to-male 
transgressions. Modern conceptions should not prevent the utilization of the term. On the 
surface, this appears to be a disagreement over semantics. But, rejection of the term 
misrepresents Gannett’s wartime, “Amazonian” cross-gendered dressing. 
                                                 
6 Young argues that, “She should not be categorized as a “cross-dresser” or “transvestite,” modern terms with 
connotations of a condition or an obsession…Then, it was the only way for a woman to serve in the army, as 
opposed to serving in an army camp…In Boston, when she put on a uniform to do the soldier’s exercise of arms, it 
made her performances spectacular and lucrative. In dressing like a man to escape, she was like an uncounted 
number of women in early America for whom such disguise was commonly an act of desperation, not desire,” 
(Young, 317-318). 
7 Young claims that, “In her masquerades, Sampson clearly mastered the role that clothing plays in performing 
gender, which, after all, is one of its functions. A uniform made her a man; a dress then made her a woman. 
Clothes were also indispensable in performing class, that is, moving from one status to another, a different 
function,” (318). 
8 Ibid, 317. 
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In the early modern period, popular balladry stated that women acting outside of their 
gender roles during times of war revealed their patriotism and love of liberty.9 As a trans-
Atlantic phenomenon, cases appeared in Britain, the European continent, as well as America. 
There are many different examples of this, from women taking over male responsibilities at shop 
and home, to female spies, and of course, female soldiers. Historians and biographers use this 
lens to understand Gannett, transforming her into an example of what made the revolution 
distinctive and, by extension, of the nation it established.  
Thus, this viewpoint fits under the banner of American Exceptionalism.10  American 
Exceptionalism is a theme appearing often in United States history, speaking to the unique 
character of the United States. This approach imagined the United Sates as having “avoided the 
class conflicts, revolutionary upheaval, and authoritarian governments of “Europe” and presented 
to the world an example of liberty for others to emulate.”11 What supports this perspective is the 
characterization of the American Revolution as a profoundly unique event. Historians who focus 
on commerce and trade in the Atlantic argue against this approach by indicating that the 
Revolution was an “Atlantic phenomenon, rather than the creation of the American nation.”12  
                                                 
9 For more on cases of traditional cross dressing during this period, see: Rudolf M. Dekker and Lotte C. van de Pol, 
The Tradition of Female Transvestism in Early Modern Europe (New York, New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1989); Julie 
Wheelwright, Amazons and Military Maids: Women Who Dressed as Men in the Pursuit of Life, Liberty, and 
Happiness (London, United Kingdom: Pandora, 1989); and Dianne Dugaw, “Female Sailors Bold: Transvestite 
Heroines and the Markets of Gender and Class,” in Margaret S. Creighton and Lisa Norlina, eds.,  Iron Men, 
Wooden Women: Gender and Seafaring in the Atlantic World, 1700- (Baltimore, Maryland: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1996). 
10 American Exceptionalism is an idea promoted by Frederick Jackson Turner, The Significance of the Frontier in 
American History (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1921) The Project Gutenberg eBook. 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/22994/22994-h/22994-h.htm. 
11 Ian Tyrrell, “American Exceptionalism in an Age of International History,” The American Historical Review 96, 
(Oct., 1991): 1031 accessed January 21, 2017. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2164993.  
12 T. H. Breen, The Marketplace of Revolution: How Consumer Politics Shaped American Independence (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004); Jack P. Greene, “The American Revolution,” in Benjamin, Hall, and Rutherford, The 
Atlantic World in the Age of Empire, 203-206.  
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Historians of the Atlantic13 fall into two distinct categories: those who write from a 
nation-state perspective, and those who write from a commerce-trade perspective.14 Early 
American historian Bernard Bailyn suggests that one cannot understand the Atlantic World by 
using the nation-state model. Instead, they must use a multi-national angle, and even go beyond 
the idea of “nations.” Prior studies tempt historians to look at the events of the late-eighteenth 
century as “inevitable.”  According to Bailyn, Atlantic history has helped change this framework. 
He argues that the beginning of the United States, as well as other independence movements of 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries marked, “not the fulfillment but the demise of 
                                                 
13 Other major themes in Atlantic history include geography, the problems of a Euro-centric model of conquest and 
domination through the fifteenth-nineteenth centuries, and chronology. Leonard Outhwaite’s, The Atlantic: A 
History of an Ocean published in 1957, shows one of the first attempts to study the Atlantic Ocean itself. His 
interpretation of the history of the Atlantic is the use of geographic framework in looking at change over time. He 
writes about wind and weather, in addition to the movement of people and goods. He argues that the reason that 
historians did not prominently feature the Atlantic in historic interpretations is due to: the categorical analysis of 
splitting the world into east and west, thus effectively splitting the Atlantic in half, and the reaffirming the divide 
between the Old World and the New World (Leonard Outhwaite, The Atlantic: A History of an Ocean (Coward-
McCann, 1957), 13. He argues that interaction with the sea, especially and particularly the Atlantic Ocean, “has 
compelled man to develop some of his more important arts and sciences,” and that it functioned as a “highway of 
culture,” (Ibid, 14-16).  
14 Examples from a modern-nation state perspective include: D. W. Meinig, The Shaping of America: a geographical 
perspective on 500 years of history/ v. 1 Atlantic America, 1492-1800 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986); 
Steven Sarson, British America, 1500-1800 (Hodder Arnold, 2005); and J.H. Elliot, Empires of the Atlantic World: 
Britain and Spain in America, 1492-1830 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007). David Armitage in “Three 
Concepts of Atlantic History,” in David Armitage and Michael J. Braddick, The British Atlantic World, 1500- (New 
York: Palgrave, 2002) describes this approach as “cis-Atlantic history” defining it as the study of “particular places 
as unique locations within an Atlantic world and seeks to define that uniqueness as the result of the interaction 
between local particularity and a wider web of connections (and comparison),” (21). Examples from a 
commerce/trade perspective include: Nicholas Canny and Anthony Pagden, Colonial Identity in the Atlantic World, 
1500-1800 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989); Jack P. Greene, “The American Revolution,” in Thomas 
Benjamin, Timothy D. Hall, David Rutherford, eds., The Atlantic World in an Age of Empire (Houghton Mifflin, 
2001); Peter A. Coclanis, ed., The Atlantic Economy during the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries: Organization, 
Operation, Practice, and Personnel (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2005); Eliza H. Gould and Peter S. 
Onuf, Empire and Nation: The American Revolution in the Atlantic World (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2005);  David Armitage & Michael J. Braddock, eds. The British Atlantic World, 1500-1800, 2nd edition 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); and Nicholas Canny and Philip Morgan, eds., The Oxford Handbook of The Atlantic 
World c. 1450 – c. 1850 (Oxford University Press, 2011) and Jack P. Greene, Creating the British Atlantic: Essay on 
Transportation, Adaptation, and Continuity (University of Virginia Press, 2013). 
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the world that had gone before.”15 Historians of Colonial America and the Atlantic, T. H. Breen, 
Jack P. Greene, David Armitage, and Michael Zuckerman agree that a national identity, separate 
from British or English, did not exist before the war.16 A focus on Atlantic history opens up a 
greater understanding of the development of the west as well as the Age of Revolutions. By 
placing the American colonies in an Atlantic perspective, events such as the American 
Revolution become clearer as Atlantic events, rather than uniquely national American ones. 
Therefore, the portrayal of the American Revolution is a key factor in determining the difference 
between a transnational approach and a national one. The tendency to ascribe Gannett’s behavior 
to a unique kind of patriotic sentiment is typical of a model of Colonial/Revolutionary history. 
However, it does not fully address the Atlantic relationships and worldviews, which created an 
Atlantic consciousness, present in British North America. Without question, many have used 
Gannett to fuel the exceptionalism narrative of the revolution. 
Study of the Atlantic world disassembles American Exceptionalism. Through the 
framework of an “imagined space,” enterprise and consumerism created a shared cultural 
environment and community, due to diffusion of items and people across the Atlantic network.17 
Viewing the Atlantic World in this manner, as multiple historians have noted, allows for the idea 
of the transformation of the Atlantic from a barrier to a bridge.18 By the eighteenth century, ships 
                                                 
15 Bernard Bailyn, “Introduction: Reflections on Some Major Themes,” in Bernard Bailyn and Patricia L. Denault, 
eds., Soundings in Atlantic History: Latent Structures and Intellectual Currents, 1500-1830 (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2009), 2. 
16 David Armitage, “The American Revolution in Atlantic Perspective,” in Canny and Morgan, 529 and Michael 
Zuckerman, “Identity in British America: Unease in Eden,” in Nicholas Canny and Anthony Pagden, Colonial Identity 
in the Atlantic World, 1500-1800, 157. 
17 Benedict Anderson argues for the idea of imagined communities through his work on nationalism. See: Benedict 
Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Revised edition (Verso, 
2006); Daniel Maudlin and Bernard L. Herman, Building the British Atlantic: Spaces, Places, and Material Culture, 
1600-1850, 2016, 4. 
18 The “barrier to bridge” analogy is a common one in the Atlantic World historiography. For example, see: Bernard 
Bailyn, Atlantic History: Concepts and Contours (Harvard University Press, 2005). In addition, Paul S. Boyer, Clifford 
E. Clark, Karen Halttunen, Joseph F. Kett, Neal Salisbury, eds. in The Enduring Vision:  History of the American 
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traversed the Atlantic more easily and regularly, tightly connecting the metropole and British 
North America. This Atlantic consciousness was a developed, shared identity that grew over the 
British North Atlantic. One historian uses the term “Provincial Cosmopolitanism,” and another 
writes that “The North Atlantic united that empire more than it divided,” for as colonial societies 
grew and became more distinctive, “they pressed in many ways against the limits of their 
parochial origins, and expanded into the greater world of Atlantic cosmopolitanism.”19 This 
relationship integrated them, despite contrasts of environment, population density, and local 
differences.  The similarities created by the Atlantic-consciousness, often dwarfed divergences, 
until events, such as the road to revolution, highlighted them. Therefore, similar conditions for 
cultural norms, helped along by a transmission of material culture, provided a staging ground for 
shared behaviors.  
Properly contextualizing Gannett’s clothing in this way opens up a different conversation 
about dress and identity. This Atlantic consciousness and community permeated the lives of 
cross-dressing women. Gannett’s masquerade was possibly inspired or predicated by tales of 
other heroic women in like circumstances. Stories of other battle heroines, came from across the 
ocean. One such example is Hannah Snell, a British woman who also disguised herself as a 
soldier, actively participating in battles across the globe during the early to mid-eighteenth 
century. Her life was characterized in a book, The Female Warrior, first published in the 1750s, 
and read Atlantically.20 Gannett’s costume and her performance depended on an Atlantic World 
context. After her discovery, society grudgingly accepted her, because of her return to skirts and 
                                                 
People, Vol. I: To 1877 8th ed.  (Cengage Learning, 2013), 25, uses similar phrasing to discuss cross-cultural 
relationships and “exchanges” between American Indians and Europeans across the Atlantic.  
19 Bailyn and Denault, 31.  
20 The Female Warrior, or Surprising Life and Adventures of Hannah Snell (London: Printed for H. D. Symonds, 
1801). 
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love of country. Adoption of socially appropriate clothing informs that gender could fluctuate, as 
long as it remained stable once the transgression was over. Opening up these cases of cross-
dressing women to an Atlantic perspective shows that gendered cross-dressing is only a small 
piece of the cross-dressing puzzle. As fascinating as they are, these instances are only a small 
portion of “transgressive dressing” in the mid-to-late eighteenth century British North Atlantic.21 
Study of clothing’s trans-oceanic construction and transmission, its greater availability, its 
symbolism of gentility and prestige, and its various uses in identity formation and performance, 
shows that transgressive dressing was a much larger scale, Atlantic phenomenon. 
First, because of the trans-Atlantic transmission of fabrics and styles of clothing, one can 
only view colonial dress effectively through the context of the Atlantic World.  The fabrics and 
materials obtained to create clothes during the eighteenth century came from an Atlantic process. 
Planters and smaller-scale farmers grew raw materials in British North America which travelled 
to various ports in the Empire. Processed and assembled, they were made into linen, calamanco, 
calico, and other types of fabrics and textiles. Historian Robert DuPlessis argues specifically that 
clothing and cloth were the dominant exports in bringing together commercial centers during the 
early modern era.22 He also claims that due to cross-cultural flows of materials and specific 
woven materials, all social and racial groups in the Atlantic world, both free and unfree, changed 
how they dressed and “…created fashions from specific amalgams of habitus, needs, desires, 
                                                 
21 Here, I define the British North Atlantic as the colonial region of New England as well as the metropole. This is 
because of the climate similarities between the two regions, as well as New England’s difference from the other 
regions of British North America. The Mid-Atlantic and Southern colonies, by the middle of the eighteenth century, 
were wealthier, and more heavily populated. However, economically it differed, as it did not produce as much 
staple crop, and therefore was not as dependent upon the metropole as the other regions. New England also 
imported a large amount of shipping from Britain.  
22 Robert S. DuPlessis, The Material Atlantic: Clothing, Commerce, and Colonization in the Atlantic World, 1650-
1850 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 4. 
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conventions, rules, and available supplies.”23 Therefore, physically, clothing represented Atlantic 
connections.  
The effect of these trans-oceanic connections are visible through the study of the 
“cosmopolitan,” Atlantic city, Boston. By the eighteenth century, Boston had changed 
significantly since its humble beginnings. Even though it was not the largest city in British North 
America, its wealth and status made it a powerful trading hub. Its benefits filtered out into the 
colony of Massachusetts and New England. The port overflowed with enterprise. Commerce 
moved in and out by land and by sea. The city caught the attention of many who visited it. Its 
most impressive structure, Long Wharf, a symbol of the British North Atlantic, stuck out deeply 
into the bay, attracting ships laden with goods. In 1747, Daniel Neal’s The History of New 
England, described it as thus: 
At the Bottom of the Bay is a noble Pier, 1800 or 2000 Foot long, with a Row of 
Warehouses on the North Side, for the Use of Merchants. The Pier runs so far into the 
Bay that Ships of the greatest Burthen may unlade without the Help of Boats of Lighters. 
From the Head of the Pier you go up the chief Street of the Town, at the upper End of 
which is the Town-House or Exchange, a fine Piece of the Building, containing, besides 
the Walk for the Merchants, the Council Chamber, the House of Commons, and another 
spacious Room for the Sessions of the Courts of Justice. The Exchange is surrounded 
with Booksellers Shops, which have a good Trade.24 
 
Neal’s description of mid-eighteenth century Boston provided readers insight into the lifeblood 
of the Atlantic. Most of his account highlights the thriving activity. At the pier, a large number of 
ships and warehouses supported the livelihood of the city’s residents. Because of the Atlantic 
Trade System and its network of stops in the Americas, Europe, and Africa, contemporaries 
redefined luxury as less finite and more accessible. Beginning in the 1740s colonists experienced 
                                                 
23 Ibid, 20. 
24 Daniel Neal. The history of New-England: containing an impartial account of the civil and ecclesiastical affairs of 
the country, to the year of Our Lord, ... 2nd ed. / with many additions by the author, Vols. I & II (London, 1747), 
Sabin Americana. Gale Document Number: CW101793310, Cengage Learning (accessed November 9, 2015).  
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an ebb and flow of consumables, which increased dramatically during the 1750s and 1770s.25  
Between 1700-1774, the aggregate output of materials in Colonial America multiplied almost 
twelve times over.26 More than any other part of British North America, New England imported 
the most capital goods from Europe and “…a wide range of processing industries, household 
manufacturers, and even a few large-scale manufacturing projects emerged before 1770 to 
supply local and other colonial markets.”27 From 1761-1775 New England also imported the 
most tea out of any colonial region, and built the most ships between 1769-1771.28 Finally, in 
1771, New England welcomed in 1,420,119 tons of shipping, exceeding the amount of any other 
region that year.29 Large amounts of imports arrived in New England weekly, indicating a 
dependence on Atlantic trade. 
In turn, a rising standard of living prompted demand which meant a need for greater 
industry.30 Increased mechanization and developing technology led to easier and more efficient 
production of materials and textiles, creating new fabric possibilities for clothing. The First 
Industrial Revolution saw technological innovations such as the Spinning Jenny in 1764, 
Crompton’s Mule in 1779, and the Fly Shuttle in the 1780s, which made the production of 
                                                 
25 John J. McCusker and Russel R. Menard, "Consumption, the Import Trade, and Domestic Economy," 278 in John 
J. McCusker and Russell R. Menard, eds., The Economy of British America, 1607-1789 (The University of North 
Carolina Press: Chapel Hill and London, 1985). 
26 Edwin J. Perkins, The Economy of Colonial America (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980), ix. He continues 
with, “At the start of the eighteenth century, the size of the colonial economy was a mere 4 percent of the mother 
country’s; yet on the eve of independence the percentage had risen to over one-third, and the colonies were 
gaining steadily,” (ix). 
27 Margaret Ellen Newell, From Dependency to Independence: Economic Revolution in Colonial New England 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), 4. 
28 “Series Z 286-290, ‘Value of Commodity Exports and Imports, Earnings, and Values of Slaves Imported into 
British North American Colonies: 1768 to 1772,’” in Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to 
1970, Part 2 (U.S. Department of Commerce, ed. Bureau of the Census, 1975), 1182. 
29 “Series Z 213-226, ‘Value of Exports to and Imports From England by American Colonies and States: 1697-1791,’” 
in Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to 1970, Part 2 (U.S. Department of Commerce, ed. 
Bureau of the Census, 1975), 1176. 
30 John J. McCusker and Russel R. Menard, 278. 
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textiles simpler and more efficient.31 The fabric industry expanded far beyond previous markets. 
Most clothing during the eighteenth century was not ready-to-wear. However, the textiles were 
processed at British industrial sites, then shipped to the colonies and assembled there. These 
creations made their way to ports throughout the British North Atlantic, helped along by the 
growth of British North American cities. 
The incorporation of colonial cities like Boston into the Atlantic community meant that 
the empire benefited due to the commercial relationship between North America and the 
metropole.32 This benefit and interest only grew as the eighteenth century progressed. The 
Atlantic economy meant that an “interdependency” grew between those who participated in the 
British North Atlantic World.33 Historian Margaret Newell argues that mercantilism classified 
the colonies as subordinate, due to their status as producers and consumers of British goods.34 
So, while the relationship between British North America and Britain tightened, Parliament and 
the King did not recognize economic equality between the two. The Navigation Acts, originally 
passed in 1660 to prevent Dutch control over Atlantic trade, were continually renewed 
throughout the eighteenth century. These were attempts to regulate British-American trade with 
foreign powers. Between the years of 1730 and 1757, Parliament passed legislation such as the 
Woolens, Hat, and Molasses Act(s) to restrict some American industries, and in 1763, after the 
Treaty of Paris, new imperial regulations and systems of taxation affected coastal trade, such as 
                                                 
31 Roderick Floyd and Donald McCloskey, The Economic History of Britain since 1700, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 20-21. 
32 Marc Egnal in New World Economies: The Growth of the Thirteen Colonies and Early Canada (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1999) argues that, “the pace of economic development in the colonies reflected the rate of 
growth in the mother country,” (vi) 
33 James F. Shepard, “British America and the Atlantic Economy,” in Ronald Hoffman, ed. The Economy of Early 
America: The Colonial Period, 1763-1790 (Charlottesville: Published for the United States Capital Society by the 
University Press of Virginia, 1998), 17. 
34 Newell, 2. 
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the Sugar Act.35 These actions created serious problems for the North American/British 
relationship, resulting in increased conflict during the 1760s and into the 1770s. However, 
despite the increased number of trade restrictions, and conflicting emotions, British 
manufactured goods continued to arrive in colonial ports through Atlantic channels. 
Thus, consumables - specifically textiles and fashion - indicated a continued North 
American reliance on British products despite crisis and the road to revolution. The consumption 
of imported materials made into clothing did not disappear during the revolution. Historian of 
costume Linda Baumgarten writes that, “Most of the linens exported to America were made in 
Scotland, Ireland, the northern parts of England, and the northern parts of Continental 
Europe…The wool textiles that reached the colonies were almost exclusively British products.”36 
The popular narrative on clothing during the American Revolution is that many switched to 
homespun production.37 Before the war, some followed non-importation, making due with what 
they could produce. However, throughout the conflict, much of the trade between Britain and the 
colonies halted due to blockade or an outright ban on trading with the enemy. Yet, historian 
Elizabeth Miles Nuxoll notes that after April 1776, when Congress opened all ports to trade with 
any foreign power except Britain, “Americans…continue(d) to import British goods through 
indirect channels…as revolutionary fervor abated…to the great disgust of ardent revolutionaries, 
imported consumer luxuries were often abundant, especially as the war dragged on.”38 Therefore, 
even during wartime, channels for importing goods from Britain, allowed for their continual 
                                                 
35 Ibid. 
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37 For more information, see: Michael Zakim, “Sartorial Ideologies: From Homespun to Ready-Made,” The 
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presence in the colonies. Hence, Atlantic trade and an Atlantic consciousness persisted and 
continued to affect colonists despite upheaval.  
Demand for consumables became so high, that many historians label the phenomenon of 
purchasing and selling the “consumer revolution” or a “cult of commerce.”39 This consumer 
revolution moved people to display wealth through material possessions. Items in the home or on 
the body conveyed social status and position. Historians of consumerism Neil McKendrick, John 
Brewer, and J. H. Plumb argue that through the allure of fashion, consumption filtered down to 
the lower rungs of the social ladder.40 Therefore, pressure to participate in consumerism spread 
through different classes.41 Scholars agree that clothing and fashion was a principle tool of 
wealth emulation.42 Through the purchase and display of goods and behaviors, the presence of 
this consumer revolution changed aspects of identity in the British North Atlantic. A trans-
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Atlantic connection formed due to increasing trade between the colonies and Britain, creating a 
“shared material culture constantly nourished by flows of commodities.”43 
This shared culture was visible through descriptions of Boston. Visitors to the city 
described it as a pseudo-London as some of its features mimicked the look of the metropolis. The 
previously mentioned Daniel Neal described the physical appeal of Boston as "...the Beauty of 
the Buildings may compare with most in the City of London. The Town is very well paved, and 
several of the Streets as wide and spacious as can be desired."44  He noted:  
The Conversation in this Town is as polite as in most of the Cities and Towns in 
England; many of their Merchants having travelled into Europe; and those that stay at 
home having the Advantage of a free Conversation with Travellers; so that a Gentleman 
from London would almost think himself at home at Boston, when he observes the 
Numbers of People, their Houses, their Furniture, their Tables, their Dress and 
Conversation, which perhaps is as splendid and showy, as that of the most considerable 
Tradesmen in London.45 
 
Here, the description of Boston defines it as an Atlantic city, with shared characteristics to 
London. It demonstrates the significance of fine goods and manners, all created and sustained 
through the Atlantic consciousness. The examination of newspapers, which consisted of 
advertisements for shops and independent artisans further illustrate this. These advertisements 
contained plentiful information on items offered for sale. Such advertisements further indicated 
the necessity of possession and display to establish oneself in society. One such example was a 
notice of sale posted by Jolley Allen, shopkeeper in Boston located, “about Midway between the 
Governor’s and the Town-House, and almost Opposite the Heart and Crown,” items “Just 
imported from London” were: 
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A very large Assortment of English and India GOODS, fit for all Seasons, too many to be 
enumerated separately in an Advertisement…A good Assortment of Irish Linens, to be 
sold at a very low Rate…The following ready-made Cloaths to be sold by Wholesale or 
Retail, viz. Coats, Silk Jackets, Shapes & Cloth ditto; Stocking Breeches of all Sizes and 
most Colours; Cotton Velvet, Cloth, Thickset, Duroy, Everlastsing & Plush Breeches; 
Sailors Great Coasts, and outside & inside Jackets; checkShirts, Frocks long and wide 
Trowsers: Scotch Bonnets, and blue mill’d Stockings.46  
 
These newspapers and literature produced and read in Boston fostered closer connections to 
English counterparts across the Atlantic and also indicated both great demand and supply. 
Residents of Boston depended upon the influx of goods to purchase in order to keep up with 
Atlantic trends. The heart of commerce in the city needed the trade connections and cultural 
development delivered by the British North Atlantic.   
The travels of merchants across the Atlantic trade network contributed to this extension 
of cultural values from Britain, creating an “Atlantically” based cultural environment. After the 
1750s, desire to keep up with fashion grew due to emigrations of European tailors and artisans as 
well as “the appearance of clothing patterns pre-printed on lengths of imported clothing in shops 
and wardrobes throughout the colonial Atlantic.”47 This immigration of artisans created Atlantic, 
cosmopolitan trends in fashion. One historian refers to this as a “metropolitanization,”48 Between 
1772-1774, over half of English exports and re-exports were textiles, showcasing their 
importance. 49 Climate and availability of materials sometimes prevented some style choices.  
Due to high heat and humidity, gentlemen in the Caribbean and parts of the Southern colonies 
often preferred a cloth cap to cover the head rather than a wig. In the temperate regions of the 
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British Atlantic, such as New England, contemporaries mimicked the styles of Britain the most, 
because the milder climate allowed them to.50 Therefore, similarities in desired tastes appeared 
on both sides of the Atlantic. Trade and colonization influenced the diffusion of fashion plates, 
the influx of new people, and the transmission of styles. The “language of clothing,” 51 translated 
through this circulation of fashion channels, mean that an Atlantic identity materialized. 
This identity’s endurance and evolution during the eighteenth century meant that systems 
of colonization only became more advanced. As the century progressed, white Anglo-Americans 
in the British North Atlantic increasingly relied on ideas of the improvement of nature to more 
deeply solidify and justify their presence. This resulted in a belief that civilization depended on 
mastery over the natural world.52 For environmental historian’s Carolyn Merchant and William 
Cronon during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Anglo-New Englanders manipulated 
and commodified nature.53  William Cronon, demonstrates the falsehood of “wilderness” or 
nature existing as “apart from humanity” which provides a framework to understand the 
changing relationship between nature and humanity for eighteenth-century contemporaries.54 
Enlightened thinkers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau, realized that, “the state of nature was an 
intellectual construction.”55 Reasoned thinking prompted the debate of questions such as, “What 
                                                 
50 Ibid, 224. 
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historiography in environmental history. This is explored more in Chapter 2.  
53 Carolyn Merchant, Ecological Revolutions: Nature, Gender, and Science in New England (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1989); Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific 
Revolution (San Francisco: Harpert Row, 1980); William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness or, Getting Back to 
the Wrong Nature,” in William Cronon, ed., Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature (W. W. 
Norton & Company, 1996) 
54 Cronon, 69. 
55 Bernadette Bensuade-Vincent and William R. Neriman, eds., The Artificial and the Natural: An Evolving Polarity 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2007), 2. 
16 
 
was the role of God in the universe?” and “What was the natural order of society?”56 Shifts from 
an agricultural to an industrialized society as well as exploration and expansion, changed “man’s 
view of nature.”57 According to historian Susan Gibson, “some were beginning to suggest that 
there were no clear-cut boundaries between the natural kingdoms and that God was far less 
involved in the regulation of nature than previously believed.”58 The eighteenth century saw a 
growing interest in classification, with the categories of “natural” and “artificial” used as systems 
of organization.59 All of these ideas contributed to a growing belief that prior understandings of 
“natural” and “artificial” were now unstable. This instability then bled into other aspects of 
identity formation. 
Using cultural historian Dror Wahrman’s The Making of the Modern Self: Identity and 
Culture in Eighteenth Century England, it is apparent that the long eighteenth century or the 
ancien regime allowed for gendered play.60 Before the concept of “the (inner) self,” society 
constructed identity externally. Clothes became a large part of this process. By the end of the 
century, Wahrman argues, categories of identity, such as gender, race, and class became much 
more rigid. This restricted options for forms of identity available to people in the earlier decades. 
Wahrman directly points to clothing as “an anchor of personal identity,” and a large part of 
identification.61 Therefore, the second consequence of an Atlantic consciousness, dependent 
upon consumption, was the importance of clothing in simultaneously displaying, interpreting, 
and re-defining all categories of distinctiveness. 
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To make the relationship between clothing and performance clearer, gender theorist 
Judith Butler and sociologist Erving Goffman show how aspects of identity are performed and 
thus reinforced through interactions with others.62 Scholar Lawrence Langner63 argues that the 
display function of clothing, usually considered secondary to its function of protecting the body, 
is the most important, clearly illustrated in the mid-to-late eighteenth century British North 
Atlantic. Dress was part of performance and self-presentation in creating and maintaining 
identity within a community. 64 Worn on the body, clothing functioned as the most recognizable 
mode of conversation in which all could participate. People attached importance to clothing for 
defining others, and also in deciphering their intentions. Therefore, clothing helped distinguish 
and justify differences in a stratified society. The broad availability of clothes led to instances of 
transgressive dressing, when an individual wore clothing inappropriate to their station. Runaway 
servants and slaves used clothing to flee capture and start a new life, while transients, vagabonds, 
and social undesirables dressed to fool others into believing their stories.65 The ability to 
disappear, or reinvent oneself, offered by Colonial America, meant that these types of 
transgressions occurred more frequently than in Britain. The presence and threat of these cases 
meant that these signals could be unreliable, leading an anxiety to grow within elite society. 
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Genteel uneasiness about the replication of virtue and modesty created concern over the 
instability of social distinction. To protect these genteel attributes from the undeserving, the 
refined decided to re-iterate these characteristics through the medium of clothing. Historically, 
the elite differentiated themselves through their dress. These expressions of gentility differed 
between the metropole and British North America. The colonies did not have a nobility, 
merchants and planters held the highest status. However, gentility remained important to protect 
and preserve. This need for an action of re-definition, prompted the expression and 
reinterpretation of clothing styles constantly during each decade. Transgressive dressing thus 
influenced fluctuations in fashionable clothing as a response to prevent non-genteel transgression 
into genteel social circles during the mid-to-late eighteenth century.66 Both inappropriate 
dressing and the response of genteel intention to correct it affected what society considered 
natural and artificial. These categories of nature and artifice shifted rapidly during the last half of 
the eighteenth century, reflected through and symbolized by clothing and dress.  
This circular pattern of the control of fashion indicates that prior characterizations of 
costume in the British North Atlantic during the eighteenth century are incorrect. Historians of 
costume during this era typically describe fashion occurring in a bell shape.67 This is never an 
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outright argument, but is outlined in the rise and fall of fashionable modes throughout the 
century. Analyzing the decades between 1750 – 1790s, trends flowed from being modest in the 
1750s, luxurious in the 1770s, and simple in the 1780s and 1790s. Also, Wahrman, and some 
historians of clothing, describe a disconnect in style, separating the 1740s-1770s from the 1780s-
1790s. For women, hair became wide and frizzy instead of tall; gowns plainer with lighter fabric. 
For men, hats replaced wigs and jackets gained significant collars. Arguments usually link this 
dramatic change in style to the Age of Revolutions, visible through the most significant 
argumentative study on clothing during the eighteenth century, Kate Haulman’s The Politics of 
Fashion in Eighteenth-Century British North America. 68 Haulman claims that during the 
American Revolution, clothing reflected a political commentary on the war. Plainer styles were 
more masculine, republican, and American, while more feminine, luxurious styles represented 
Europe. For Haulman, the struggle between the colonists and loyalists in British North America 
represented the rejection and replacement of luxury with simplicity at the war’s end, expressed 
through clothing. 
Despite the popularity of this interpretation, the previously mentioned fluctuations 
between luxurious, modest, and simple occurred every few years, rather than as transition from 
one interpretation to the next. Changes occurring in fashion connected directly to contemporary 
conceptions of natural and artificial. These categories proved to be crucial to how eighteenth-
century society understood its surroundings. Understandings of natural and artificial changed due 
to Atlantically developed uses of clothing and expressions of dress. Masquerade balls and the 
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theater functioned as spaces where attendees tolerated actions of transgressive dress.69 But, 
because of the instability of the social environment, if the genteel could not control or anticipate 
it, it became unnatural and threatening. Therefore, attempts to regulate the categories, and to try 
and understand them, prompted society to debate nature and artifice through the medium of 
clothes. 
Certain items of clothing or actions of dressing affected how people thought, spoke, and 
wrote about fashion. For example, even though made of hair, wigs did not contain the hair of the 
person who wore them, marking them as artificial constructions. However, a man wearing a wig 
was classified as natural, even though contemporaries knew it was fake, or rather, the identifiable 
fakeness made it “nature.” Out of the various types of wigs, one proved different from others. 
The scratch wig, was a small, black or brown “toupee,” which added volume to the existing hair. 
Unlike other wigs, its makers intended it to look natural and mimic and blend into the hairline. 
Those who participated in the “language of fashion,” knew that other styles of wigs were not the 
person’s actual hair. However, because of changing conceptions of artificial and natural, often, 
critics of the scratch wig described it as artificial. Other wigs remained the more natural choice, 
despite the fact that all wigs were obviously unnatural. The adoption of the scratch wig illustrates 
how society changed conceptions of the terms artificial and natural. Some critics despised the 
scratch wig, and yet it remained a popular choice among the working classes. Over time, it made 
its way into genteel sporting culture, demonstrating that it had transcended classes.70 Therefore, 
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the wig challenged existing categories of class through its classification of naturalness, indicating 
fluctuations in style. Because of consumerism and the presentation of wealth, conversations 
about gentility and its replication appeared in print. At the same time, social commentators spoke 
about the increasing luxuriousness of dress and its poor effect on the modesty of society. These 
discussions illustrated divisions over the display of civility. Both influenced fashionable styles of 
the period. Demonstrated through these conversations, actions of transgressive dressing and 
clothing challenged and redefined the categories of classification, natural and artificial.  
 Historians of the Atlantic world who focus on trade and economics allow for the 
contextualization of the American Revolution outside the nation-state model. Taken in context, 
an Atlantic focus provides the best framework to explore why fashion fluctuated so frequently 
between the 1740s and the 1790s. It sheds light on the considerations of the categories of 
natural/artificial in relationship to the environment and the effect of the matured 
colonial/imperial processes by the mid-to-late eighteenth century. The development of an 
Atlantic consciousness, fostered through commerce and trade, created shared cultural values and 
forms of expression in clothing styles. Through dress, contemporaries debated and expressed 
intersections of identity, exposing how unstable categories, specifically due to an ideologically 
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developed imagined community of the British North Atlantic, varied, resulting in socially 
disturbing behaviors. 
DISSERTATION OUTLINE 
This dissertation suggests a different conversation about “the language of clothing” in the 
British North Atlantic. A developing Atlantic consciousness prompted instances of transgressive 
dressing, creating changes in what people thought was natural and artificial. Therefore, concepts 
of artificial and natural transformed through costume. Naturalness was attached to ideas of 
virtue, while unnaturalness had negative connotations of vice. Increased connections in trade and 
commerce, enlightened thought, industrialization, and urbanization all contributed to altering 
peoples’ sense of what fit in these two categories, and made both seem disturbingly unstable. 
Their unstable interpretations resulted in wavering modes of fashion and socially inappropriate 
dressing. Genteel fears of imitation and an increased mistrust of those who transgressed social 
boundaries pervaded the discussion of fashion.  
Chapter 2 argues that during the eighteenth century, white Americans and Britons 
believed themselves in control of the natural world.71 As stewards of the region, those in the 
British North Atlantic felt a sense of mastery. Atlantic expansion, and intellectually developed 
sciences pushed these dialogues and influenced categories of classification. Conversations 
abounded questioning where humans fit into the natural order. Innovations in agriculture and 
mechanization led to new opinions about human involvement in the production of textiles and 
clothing. Wider-scale production led to lower prices and greater availability. Gentility became a 
purchasable commodity, meaning that some could lay claim to a distinction not rightfully theirs. 
Due to these changes, understandings of natural and artificial fluctuated. Next, they filtered their 
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way into more common modes of expression, such as clothing. Historians describe fashion 
between the 1740s-1790s as a style bell-curve, with clothing styles transforming from modest, to 
luxurious, and then simple. Rather than fashion peaking with luxury in the 1770s, it flowed back 
and forth between polarities. Based on the study of portraiture, I argue that styles changed 
between these three characterizations much more rapidly, often appearing in a decade 
simultaneously. These variations are especially visible through the study of portraiture. The work 
of artist John Singleton Copley shows this through his paintings of New England’s most elite. In 
print culture, essays and publications on clothing included terms such as monstrous, abnormal, 
and artificial in describing dress. Combined, these sources indicate how people thought, spoke, 
and wrote about fashion.  
Chapter 3 focuses on the social ramifications of fashion, specifically its power to 
manipulate categories of identity.72 As an Atlantic consciousness grew in the metropole and 
British North America, clothing became one of the fundamental reflectors of social, cultural, 
political, and economic changes. This chapter argues that two conversations appeared within the 
print culture of trans-Atlantic exchange, showing concerns over fashion and dress. The first 
indicated clothing’s essentialness in performing gentility, thus provoking genteel fears over its 
power to obscure people’s social differences. The second conversation critiqued the most opulent 
fashion, rejecting it as artificial, or unnatural. Extremely large hoop skirts, enormous cork rumps, 
huge buttons, silly wigs, and excessive ornamentation, concerned many. Social commentators 
worried that fashion might move society away from “natural” characteristics such as modesty, 
important to the Atlantic identity. Considered together, these dialogues spoke of different 
concerns about dress, but both expressed social control through attempts to steer the key 
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expression of gentility and fashion, away from extreme uses. Individuals dressing as they should 
not, as well ostentatious fashion, struck many commentators as a societally unacceptable misuse 
of clothing. Clothing then, indicated a blurring of boundaries in society. 
 Following the theme of the improper use of dress, Chapter 4 examines cases of 
transgressive dressing through cases of imposture and criminal activities. Wahrman’s idea of a 
more fluid space for gender play allowed identity transgression through clothing. In addition, 
clothing transgression also occurred over social class lines. This chapter uses Jeffrey Cohen’s 
concept of monster theory to explore how transgressively-dressing individuals reflected societal 
fears.73 Pretenders and frauds who used clothing in an inauthentic manner crossed these 
boundaries.74 These criminals were especially pervasive in the metropole, as the rapidly growing 
city with a seedy underbelly provided a staging ground for crime. They represented the 
possibility of the breakdown of the social order, as well as a threat to gentility itself. Changes 
caused by Atlantic networks, such as a greater accessibility to clothing, created fears among the 
social elite. Aforementioned characteristics maintained an environment for transgressive activity, 
especially within and around newly teeming port cities. Social separation and urbanization 
cultivated a deep hatred and a mistrust of those outside of genteel circles.75 Actions of 
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transgressive dress, real and imagined, outline how social distinctions and genteel anxiety 
created, fostered, and sustained an environment for the “language of clothing” to fluctuate.  
 In the conclusion, I explain how clothing functioned as an important tool for both 
performing identity and for determining the quality of others. In the pre-modern era, clothing 
told a story about a person’s identity. Class, social occupation, and gender could all be 
determined through dress. Wahrman informs that even though clothing became accessible to 
more people during the eighteenth century, “they (clothes) retained their former power to 
constitute identity.”76 Any idea of the self, or what made someone an individual was “outwardly 
turned.”77 Therefore, clothing was the most important and noticeable trait of forming an 
expression of identity.  
 In using an Atlantic frame to understand the changes in clothing during the eighteenth 
century, it becomes clear that the creation of an Atlantic community infused new products and 
goods into the everyday lives of people. These items symbolized much more than their face 
value. In the case of clothing it represented categorizations of identity. Eighteenth-century 
conceptions of clothing changed because of the Atlantic identity and consciousness present in the 
British North Atlantic. Trans-Atlantic commerce and trade fostered a closer relationship and 
communications which only improved as the century drew to a close. The Atlantic-minded 
consciousness brought changes to Britons on both sides of the ocean. This ethos, rooted in 
consumerism, created similarities despite the distance. Similarities meant that cases of 
transgressive dressing were a symptom of an Atlantic identity. 
 Despite the birth of the United States, an Atlantic identity persisted. But by the beginning 
of the nineteenth century a hardening of the categories of identity occurred. Just as before, these 
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reflected outward through clothing. The inner self now becoming more important that the outer 
expression of identity, clothing became markedly different for both men and women by the year 
1800. Forms of dress became much more rigid. Categories of natural and artificial solidified. At 
that moment, the dispute seems to go away. Instead, nineteenth-century contemporaries focused 
on the rigidity of categories through biological difference. The conversation between ideas of 
natural and artificial was one which would end with the eighteenth century, indicating the 
triumph of the solidification of the categories into opposites.  
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CHAPTER 2: NATURAL VS. ARTIFICIAL: CHANGING CATEGORIES REFLECTED 
THROUGH CLOTHING 
Developments in science and technology shrunk the Atlantic which increased trade and 
travel. Among the products exchanged were new clothes, textiles, and commodities to aid 
hairdressing. Manufactured goods arriving in the colonies represented an advanced ability to 
commodify nature; the amount of which only increased throughout the course of the eighteenth 
century. Accompanying these goods and services were new ideas about human’s place in the 
world, including a renegotiation of the relationship with nature. The early modern Atlantic world 
economy, “grew and strengthened because of synergy between abundant, more accessible natural 
resources…and more productive and efficient markets.”78 The British Empire organized more 
efficiently to process and direct natural resources.79 This growth encouraged the movement of 
new scientific ideas between the metropole and the colonies and vice versa, spreading over the 
Atlantic empire.80 Resulting theories about science and scientific discovery inspired systems 
which classified nature.81  
Therefore, greater exploration, exploitation of resources from colonial possessions, and 
the resulting increase in trade and commerce prompted contemporaries of the mid-to-late 
eighteenth century to wrestle with the idea of the natural. God no longer had jurisdiction over 
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what was natural, humanity did. Many started to equate the necessity of human involvement with 
making something more perfect, and thus natural. This idea of control over nature extrapolated 
into the organic state of humanity itself, debating the role of people in making themselves more 
natural and thus more complete. In other words, civilized society equated perfection and virtue as 
the most natural characteristics one possessed and identified clothing and manners of dress, due 
to its centrality in daily life, as the best way to express them. However, these ideas prompted a 
response which asked: Did the greater involvement of man in expressing these characteristics 
produce a natural, or ultimately artificial construction? Because of the cultural role of clothing in 
communicating and reflecting new ideas, uncertainty continued through continual fluctuations in 
style. Economic, technological, scientific, philosophical developments destabilized traditional 
customs and beliefs about the division of natural and artificial. These fluctuating categories were 
reflected through regular variations in fashion.  
Scientists and naturalists developed taxonomies in an attempt to possess and know the 
world. Obsessed by the “natural,” these individuals developed and engaged in sciences of 
“collection and comparison” such as “botany, zoology, anthropology, and geology,” all of which 
depended on Europeans interacting with new and diverse species.82 Science and imperial 
expansion would thus go hand in hand, allowing for both insight and control over nature.83 
During the eighteenth century, the rise of a culture of “improvement” which promoted “the 
scientific mastery of nature,” coupled with the power of early British imperialism.84 Thus, the 
idea that some creations of the natural world needed the intervention of people to become more 
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complete and appropriate was born, and new taxonomies, particular scientific phrases and 
classification became “tools of empire.”85 For colonization to be successful, and justified for the 
common interest, discovery and categorization of nature developed into a major component.86 
Because the transmission of science followed lines of communication and trade across the 
Atlantic, it became dependent upon commerce to spread across the ocean. 87 This meant that the 
imperial process commodified nature through the establishment and growth of trade networks 
which “intensified the human exploitation of nature.”88 Therefore, nature became creatable as 
well as purchasable. As a result, contemporaries thought differently about their place in the 
natural world. 
Because of new forms of classification, eighteenth-century Britons re-visited the great 
chain of being, which argued that humanity had a specific place in the hierarchy of the natural 
world. Due to the gift of speech and the ability to name thoughts, man, “…brings (this) to all arts 
and sciences and using (speech and rational thought), all nature is subject to him."89 Further 
emphasizing this conclusion, one eighteenth-century contemporary argued, "Such is man in the 
highest degree of earthly perfection. Considered in this point of view, he seems to us so much 
elevated above the inferior animals."90 Therefore, an enhanced distinction occurred between 
people and the rest of the natural world.91 Thus, society slowly rethought the role and 
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relationship of God and man to and in the universe. Enlightened thinkers such as Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau posed new and engaging questions about the role of people in nature. For Rousseau, 
man had left behind his true self in nature because of the corrupt political systems he had built.92 
In nature, all society was essentially equal, as there was little to distinguish between others. 
Therefore, the artificial constructs of humanity such as the state and the church created those 
distinctions, not nature or even God. 
 Contemporaries then asked questions surrounding the role of God in dividing the natural 
kingdoms as well as the regulation of nature.93 Many debated the role of religion, and a small 
number wondered what else might have created the universe, thus diminishing the power and 
relevancy of God.94 This meant that a persistently growing gap and distinction between science 
and religion contributed to a “breakdown of perceived order in nature.”95 Because of this, 
naturalists wondered if God “…had not created well-defined boundaries between the kingdoms 
of nature, was it possible that he had similarly neglected to segregate society?”96 These types of 
questions meant that a previously solidified line between nature and artifice blurred, indicating a 
possibility of the breakdown of the social dichotomy. The importance of “natural” in driving 
categorical aspects of eighteenth-century life, resulted in an essentialness to re-stabilize 
conceptions of nature and artifice. 
Because clothing functioned as a direct mirror of societal concerns, and as a physical 
symbol of the commodification of nature, it became the perfect way to demonstrate control over 
the natural world, and thus, re-solidify the categories. The study of clothing during the eighteenth 
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century illustrates how these components intertwined to influence changes in style through the 
three distinct expressions of modesty, luxuriousness, and simplicity. Historians typically 
characterize trends in fashion in British and British North American society between the 1740s-
1790s as occuring in a bell-curve.97 This model fashion in the 1740s and 50 as emphasizing 
prudence; a celebration of heightened British imperial control through increasing extravagance 
during the 1760s; the peak of refinement during the 1770s, showing a triumph of monarcy and 
the elite; an expression of republican ideal of virtue through neoclassical dress involving the 
rejection of elite style during the 1780s; and finally, movement toward styles representative of 
the nineteenth century during the 1790s such as high collars on men’s jackets, the transition to 
pants, and growing sleeve length for women.   
Historians identify an interruption in style between the 1770s and 80s due to the Age of 
Revolutions. Most argue dramatic changes occurred during the last two decades of the eighteenth 
century. The North American British colonies achieved their independence in 1783, and the 
French Revolution began in 1789. These major events changed the structure of power in 
America and Europe, which did affect clothing and fashion.98 Fashion and politics in France 
linked closely together through the life and influence of Marie Antoinette.99 Her rejection of 
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Bourbon fashion standards and adoption of “simple country-girl outfits” and “undignified, anti-
French frocks,” shocked French nobility but also pushed the importance of simplicity in the 
expression of fashion during the 1770s and 1780s.100 Other historians of costume describe an 
implicit rejection of elite and elaborate styles, not only in France but also in England and 
America during the 1780s and into the 1790s.101  
However, these changes were neither immediate, nor inevitable. Rather than a sharp 
break from the past, fluctuations in design: luxury, modesty, and simplicity represented different 
interpretations on the role of humans in shaping nature through improvement. Modesty in 
clothing represented a proper balance. It reflected refinement, but in a restrained manner. 
Luxurious clothing represented a celebration of refinement, attached to ideas of the necessity of 
human involvement in creating the most natural display. Lastly, simplicity illustrated a de-
emphasized role of clothing in expressing nature, instead placing the burden of doing so upon the 
natural, physical body. In understanding these three characterizations on a spectrum, luxury 
evolved in a response to consumption and the importance of refined display, modesty responded 
by watering down the rise of luxury through re-emphasizing propriety, and simplicity indicated 
an additional step with attempts to decrease the decoration function of clothing, instead showing 
the importance of letting the natural body speak more loudly than dress.  
These variations in clothing style appeared throughout the second half of the eighteenth 
century, but rarely did they look the same as they had in the past. New fashionable trends did 
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make their way into the lives of eighteenth-century contemporaries. For example, clothing and 
hair classified as modest during the 1760s did not exactly mirror modesty during the 1780s. This 
meant that sometimes characteristics of modesty might bleed over into simplicity. Internal 
fluctuation within and between each category further indicates additional confusion of what 
natural looked like. However, characteristic similarities as explained here, materialized 
throughout the 1750s-1790s, and demonstrated how science affected expressions and 
interpretations of the “natural.” In looking at fashion plates and prints, magazines, paintings, 
portraiture, and caricature, it is easy to see alterations in style from earlier decades to the latter.  
Conversations on the “naturalness” of fashion occurred through portraiture. Several 
prominent portrait artists in British Colonial America, some of whom also traveled over to 
London and Europe to continue their work during the mid-to-late eighteenth century showcase 
how ideas about nature and artifice both influenced and filtered through dress. This is visible, not 
only through the clothing, but also through the inclusion of aspects of nature. The natural world 
functioned as an additional layer of information to showcase the changing ideas about the 
relationship between people and the natural world. Such artists used here are John Singleton 
Copley, Charles Wilson Peale, Joseph Blackburn, and Ralph Earl. Copley, the most prominent 
New England portrait artist painted well-to-do New Englanders between the 1750s-1770s before 
leaving or England, where he continued painting into the 1780s. Charles Wilson Peale, actively 
painted in the Mid-Atlantic through the early nineteenth century. Lastly Ralph Earl, 
Massachusetts artist, produced artwork starting in the 1770s-1790s. Study of the work of these 
artists shows expressions of appropriate fashion for the genteel.  
Luxurious costume had heavy ornamentation, bright colors, and its design often over-
enhanced certain characteristics of the body such as hip width for women. For men, this 
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characterization of clothing included extensive embroidery, elements of ornamentation such as 
large buttons, and wig-wear. For women to achieve luxury, they often heavily ornamented their 
body with large, and sometimes gaudy jewelry. These decorations, coupled with hair ribbons, 
and hair dressed, shaped, and decorated with artificial supplements such as powder or pomatum 
only created a more ostentatious display of refinement. Also, women’s clothing often had more 
pronounced elements of style such as stomachers and cascading sleeves meant to elongate the 
body and draw the eye toward the waist. Heavy lace ruffling, bows and frills, and detailed floral 
fabrics and patterns reflected a belief in the improvement of the human body through 
ornamentation. Voluminous skirts, heavily cascading sleeves, longer cut coat jackets, all 
extended the natural body, to complete the illusion of a more perfect form. Copley and Earl 
depicted luxurious costume in their respective portraits of Rhoda Cranston, wife of reverend 
Luke Babcock of Newport, Rhode Island (1756-58) [fig. 1] and Mrs. Elijah Boardman (1792) 
[fig. 2].102 
In most cases, paintings with expensive and highly ornamented or luxurious clothing 
included heavily controlled depictions of nature for all subjects. For example, artist’s such as 
Copley often depicted women holding a small vase or arrangement of flowers, positioning their 
body in such a way to indicate dominion over aspects of nature. This overshadowing of nature 
through the presence of the human body is visible through the portrait of Mrs. Benjamin 
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Blackstone, Jr. née Eleanor Phipps (1762-1764) [fig. 3].103 Because of ideas about the control of 
nature, artists painted figures with humanly-constructed or arranged signifiers of nature, such as 
the “pompon,” upon the hair to decorate it, visible in Blackstone’s portrait. Many pompon’s were 
either a single flower, or a collection of flowers or greenery shaped into a small orb.104 These 
types of additions signified the improvement and beautification of the body through a 
commodification of nature. Furthermore, the depictions of nature through forests and streams, 
visible though a small window’s in various portraits continued to indicate the connection 
between clothing and regulated nature. Artist’s also illustrated this correlation between the 
improvement of clothing and the control of nature through including examples of human-made 
creations such as interior space, furniture, books, and letters which dominated the physical space 
of some paintings. This parallel is visible through the portrait of Woodbury Langdon of 
Portsmouth, New Hampshire (1767) [fig. 4].105  
Historians describe a transition to simplicity in clothing during the 1780s and 1790s 
through two factors. First, an embrace of country life in Britain, which influenced colonial 
portrait artists that studied or perfected their craft in Europe, such as Copley and Earl. Second, an 
aforementioned rejection of the trappings of elitism born from the Age of Revolutions.106  
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Because of clothing’s importance in communicating and demonstrating messages, the 
abandonment of luxurious clothing for plainer garb illustrated this change. The most commonly 
used examples from the 1770s to the 1780s are the rejection of the wig, and the change in how 
genteel women styled their hair. In the 1770s, the hair of genteel women was tall, often styled 
with extremely large or unconventional ornamentation. By the 1780s, scholars describe women’s 
hair as wide and frizzy. This dramatic change re-emphasizes the periodization of the Age of 
Revolutions and demonstrates the birth of a new, more egalitarian age. Wigs, as a symbol of 
gentility and refinement, had to go. 
However, portraiture shows that gentlemen continued to wear powdered wigs, buckled 
shoes, and the three-piece suit necessary for gentlemen of the eighteenth century into the 1780s 
and 90s. The paintings of Connecticut Statesman Oliver Wolcott (1789), New Milford, 
Connecticut Shopkeeper Elijah Boardman (1789) [fig. 5] and New Milford, Connecticut Farmer 
and Merchant Colonel William Taylor (1790) show each man wearing a wig, clothing that 
features characteristically large buttons, frills at the cuffs, and showing each item of their three-
piece suits as a different color.107 Wolcott and Boardman also illustrate statesmanship and 
                                                 
agrarianism as well as the frontier (Baumgarten, 98-99). Many British contemporaries recognized Franklin’s 
intentions stating that, “He rejected wigs not out of principle but because he had a scalp condition that made them 
uncomfortable. He had worn his fur hat for warmth while crossing the Atlantic, but when he saw that the French 
took it for a badge of rustic simplicity, he continued to wear it in Paris. Franklin deliberately played into the French 
notion of America as an untamed wilderness of farmer-philosophers; several French commentators remarked on 
his resemblance to a farmer.” ((Kimberly Chrisman-Campbell, Fashion Victims: Dress at the Court of Louis XVI and 
Marie Antoinette (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015). While functioning as a political statement, the wearing 
of the cap is demonstrative of a commodification of nature, which Franklin utilized to mark a distinction between 
Britain and the American colonies. However, during Thomas Jefferson’s visit to France in 1790, “he purchased 
embroidered silk waistcoats and many other fine clothing for himself, along with a French fashion publication for 
his daughter.” (Baumgarten, 100) Franklin’s and Jefferson’s contrasting choices showcase the utilization of clothing 
as a tool, supported by the commodification of nature. These similar types of fluctuation in dress had been 
occurring for several decades prior, and were not draped only in ideas of politics. An Atlantic consciousness, which 
created a greater movement of people and goods, effectively destabilized categories of nature and artifice, as well 
as those of social class and hierarchy which were not only linked to political events. So, while fashion could and did 
ultimately symbolize politics, these changes had to do with ideas of nature and its relationship to gentility. 
107 Ralph Earl. Oliver Wolcott (1789) in Kornhauser, 147; Ralph Earl, Elijah Boardman (1789), Oil on canvas, 83 in. x 
51 in, (210.8 x 129.5 cm) Bequest of Susan W. Tyler, 1979. Accession Number: 1979.395. Photograph courtesy of 
37 
 
entrepreneurial-ship, characteristics typically re-emphasized during the period of the New 
Republic and are thus Americanized. For example, Wolcott sits at his desk, with his left hand 
placed on a copy of the United States Constitution, as he was involved in its ratification.108 These 
examples of luxurious clothing illustrate a continual interest in extremely refined dress 
throughout the second half of the eighteenth century. 
Because of the intense reaction against luxurious clothing, clothiers and the colonists 
themselves made different style choices to participate in fashion. Modest clothing enhanced the 
features of the body in a non-extreme manner. To accomplish this, artists sometimes depicted 
fashion trends popular in the past, such as a peruke, giant wigs worn in the late seventeenth and 
early eighteenth centuries, visible through the portrait of Bostonian Thomas Bulfinch [fig. 6].109 
These stylistic choices in the expression of costume indicate an attempt of the artist, and of the 
subject of the painting, to retreat to the past in a search to reclaim modesty. In addition to re-
interpretations of older fashions, modest clothing usually displayed only one color, or the 
combination of a principle color, contrasted with another, providing emphasis to the first. Due to 
modesty’s goal of constraint, often the main color of choice was more somber, such as a brown 
or grey, or a softer color, such as taupe. This is visible through the portrait of John Bours of 
Newport (1765-70) [fig. 7] and Portrait of a Lady (1771) [fig. 8]110 The three-piece suit 
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accomplished this through better quality fabrics, but minimal decorative elaborations. For 
women, modest dress had some elaboration, although nothing that overwhelmed the natural 
charms of the body. Examples through depictions of women are the virtual absence of jewelry, 
balanced with moderate decoration to their gowns. Women’s gowns placed emphasis on the 
waist using a cone bodice or cone-shaped corset. This meant a “fitted top on a wide, full-skirted 
bottom.”111 While the bodice, “varied in its emphasis or lack of emphasis on the chest…the 
contrast of a narrow top with a wide skirt continued.”112 This shape of the female body, 
important in modest clothing, indicated an importance in reasonable accentuation. 
Inclusions of nature, reflect how contemporaries considered modesty a balanced virtue. 
Some portraits contained small aspects of nature, while others, completely avoided it. When 
paintings portrayed modest costume, expressions of nature differed between its absence and its 
de-emphasized presence. For example, Samuel Mifflin (1777-80) [fig. 9] sits next to an open 
archway looking out onto a body of water with a ship. 113 In contrast the portraits of Huldah 
Bradley (1794) [fig. 10a] and her sister, Lucy Bradley (1794) [fig. 10b] show a modest gown 
with voluminous skirts, umbrella, and a fan, are both women are painted out-of-doors.114  The 
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Bradley sisters demonstrate an artist’s use of the same dress for multiple people, a specific 
method of painting described later in this chapter. Since modesty involved a harmony between 
improvement and the absence of human involvement, the portrayal of control of nature in 
paintings with modest interpretations of clothing, wavered. 
Simple clothing, in contrast to modesty, indicated an additional step, removing almost all 
human involvement in emphasizing the body’s natural form. Contemporaries most easily 
accomplished this through draping fabrics, and a visible abandonment of a corset or bodice. This 
action of removing clothing’s intention in restricting the body placed virtually no emphasis on 
highlighting its physical features, softening the woman’s shape. Simplicity usually meant almost 
no ornamentation. However, due to confusion about where to draw the line between the 
categories of natural and artificial meant that some did ornament their person in a slight manner. 
One such example is the portrait of Mrs. John Stevens, née Judith Sargent [fig. 11] who would 
eventually marry John Murray, adopting his name to become Judith Sargent Murray (1770-
1772).115 This relates to an internal fluctuation within the category related to finding balance of 
the proper amount of decoration. Because the fluctuation of natural and artificial became so rapid 
during this period, many in British North America struggled as for how to best properly 
demonstrate their intended mode of dress.  
Instead of painting a wig, an artificial construct which mimicked the body’s ability to 
grow hair, simple costume showed actual tresses, visible through the portrait of Bennington, 
                                                 
115 Copley, John Singleton, Mrs. John Stevens (Judith Sargent) (1770) Oil on canvas, Image: 50 x 40  
in. (127.0 x 101.6 cm) Frame: 56 1/4 x 46 1/8 in. (142.9 x 117.2 cm) Terra Foundation for American Art, Daniel J. 
Terra Art Acquisition Endowment Fund, 2000.6, https://collection.terraamericanart.org/view/objects/ 
asitem/625/1/dateBegin-asc/alphaSort-asc;jsessionid=7E97F922B0EE9F895A6993F329B54B4C? 
t:state:flow=caa6d5d0-c50b-4ac5-8077-7c8527fe0a8d, accessed on March 10, 2017, Photograph © Terra 
Foundation of American Art. 
40 
 
Vermont tavernkeeper Captain Elijah Dewey (1798) [fig. 12].116  Instead of modest clothing for 
women, which emphasized the hips in an obvious and yet not overdone manner way, simple 
clothing instead lessened the diversion between hip and torso width. For a softer mode of 
contrast, some wore a sash around their waist. Simple clothing essentially conveyed that the 
primary purpose of clothing, which was to protect the body from the elements of nature, was 
more important than its secondary purpose, to create distinctions between people.117 This is not 
to say, that contemporaries meant for simple clothing to erase distinctions completely.  
Dressing with simplicity was supposed to allow the body to speak for itself, rather than 
let clothing do all the talking. Therefore, it reflected an intentional decrease in the reliance on 
clothing to reflecting what was natural. Instead, that was the body’s job. Therefore, most 
portraits that depict simple clothing, featured the subject or painted figure outdoors, or devote a 
significant portion of the painting to a depiction of nature. This is visible in the portraits of 
Elizabeth Storer, wife to Boston merchant Isaac Smith (1769) and Mrs. John Greene née 
Catherine Greene (1769) [fig. 13].118 Instead of the control mechanism of clothing, and therefore 
humanity emphasizing nature, nature itself, including the human body and the natural world, 
needed to do so. Women’s hair, dressed in a simple manner, fell, mostly unadorned, about the 
shoulders and falling naturally down the back indicating the idea of untouched or un-styled hair 
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as the most appropriate interpretation of natural. There characteristics are visible in the portrait 
of Mrs. Joseph Mann née Bethia Torrey (1753) [fig. 14].119  
Portraiture also indicates artist’s attempts to impose a specific model of idealized 
perfection upon the bodies of multiple individuals. Copley, like many artists, used character 
blanks, painting a different face on the same body for a number of portraits.120 He also created 
multiple portraits for several different subjects. These contained striking contrasts in clothing 
style, color schemes, and the inclusion of nature between each “sitting,” indicating variations in 
genteel display. Thus, through the analysis of artwork, various modes of fashion, simultaneously 
expressed and influenced interpretations of natural and artificial, showing a correlation between 
the luxury of dress and control of nature.  
Copley painted Mrs. Metcalf Bowler, née Anne Fairchild two times. The first in 1758 
[fig. 15] and he second in 1763 [fig. 16]. They are strikingly different, illustrating changes in the 
execution of the most desirable appearance including clothing. The first portrait, marks Bowler’s 
gown as modest.121 The gown has some embellishment upon the sleeves, as well as designs in 
the fabric near the waist. In addition, Bowler’s gown emphasizes the waist, and she has minor 
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ornamentations in her hair.  Copley also paints her with a complementary colored pink cloth, 
which she holds in her left hand against her hip. In the second painting, she is recognizable, but 
all her physical characteristics, the style of the dress, as well as the included props and aspects of 
the natural world completely differ.122 Compared side by side, the second depiction of the gown 
has more intricate lace around the collar and sleeves as well as an intricately detailed white 
stomacher on the front of the dress. Her skin is paler and she wears a necklace, earrings, and 
mobcap. In addition to the clothing, the inclusion of aspects of nature differs between paintings. 
In the first (1758), Bowler holds a birdcage, with several birds inside, and is depicted entirely out 
of doors. In the second (1763), she holds a woven chain of flowers, and stands upon a stone 
balcony or terrace, underneath an orange tapestry or curtain. Both portraits include nature, but 
there is a distinct correlation to a greater amount, and lessened control in the simpler and first 
interpretation, with a larger amount of a control of nature, or greater human involvement in the 
second, more luxurious expression of dress. This contrast in interpretations in five years 
indicates a wavering opinion in the most appropriate expression of dress to demonstrate gentility, 
and thus nature. 
During the 1760s, Copley used the same blue dress in portraits of multiple women.123 Art 
historian Margaretta Lovell notes that he uses this dress for the portrait of Mary Turner Sargent, 
who became Mrs. Daniel Sargent of Gloucester, Massachusetts, marrying into a “…distinguished 
and prosperous family of Harvard-educated ship owners, trading along the Atlantic coast and in 
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the Caribbean,” as he does for Mrs. Benjamin Pickman, née Mary Toppan.124 The three portraits 
of Mrs. Daniel Sargent, née Mary Turner (1763)[fig. 17a]; Mrs. Benjamin Pickman, née Mary 
Toppan (1763) [fig. 17b]; and Mercy Otis Warren, wife of merchant and farmer James Warren of 
Plymouth, Massachusetts (1763) [fig. 17c] show how dress changed in characterization in each 
of its various depictions.125 In each of these three appearances, Copley made alterations to the 
dress, as well as the overall costume and aspects of nature so that each portrait was distinctive. 
Because each representation of the dress was different, it illustrated how characterizations of 
natural varied. Different characterizations of the same dress indicated an attempt to place a 
natural, perfected mold upon each body. At the same time, the result of each depiction shows an 
individualized expression of the interpretation of natural, and thus genteel womanhood. 
Therefore, Copley’s use of this blue dress indicates how manifestations of gentility fluctuated to 
due to an inability to agree on its visual representation. 
The gowns and representations of nature in the portraits of Mrs. Daniel Sargent and Mrs. 
Benjamin Pickman are very like each other. Both depictions of the dress are luxurious with 
ribbons, lace, cascading sleeves and have intricately detailed silver embroidery upon the blue 
fabric, especially noteworthy on the stomacher. However, even though Copley clear uses the 
same dress, there are distinctions present in the overall costuming of the women, as well as in the 
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gown itself. Pickman’s neck is bare, but she has what was referred to as a “mercury” or 
“pompon” on the top of her head as an ornamentation.126 This pompon was a key item “for 
gentry production and gentility.”127 Her hair is also tied back in a bow, emphasizing the 
previously mentioned bare neck. In contrast, which the stomacher and detailing on the skirt of 
the dress clearly mark it as the same creation as Pickman, the sleeves are less voluminous, and 
are made of a different, sheerer material. Copley also added a transparent covering to the dress 
which drapes over the shoulders. As for the rest of the ensemble Sargent has a white lacey collar 
encircling her throat, secured with a pink ribbon, and some small floral ornaments in her hair. 
Both portraits also indicate a controlled aspect of nature with references to water. Pickman holds 
an open umbrella, blocking the included nature from the rest of the painting and Sargent holds a 
shell in her hand to catch falling water. Pickman and Sargent’s portraits indicate a connection 
between the control of nature and the luxuriousness of dress. The greater “improvement” of 
nature and also of clothing coincided, but the third portrait featuring the dress indicated a slight 
disconnect in this ideal, as well as that of the expression of gentility. 
Notably, out of the three appearances of the dress, Warren’s is the most distinct. In this 
portrait Copley made a greater attempt to reflect modesty. Mrs. James Warren, known as Mercy 
Otis Warren, of Barnstable on Cape Cod married James Warren of Plymouth in 1754.128  Warren 
became a satirical writer and critic of imperial policy during the era of the Revolution, and later a 
historian. Warren’s dress has a sheer wrap with floral detail over the shoulders and across the 
chest, secured on the front of the gown with a bow. Warren also wears a mob cap. Both items of 
clothing cover exposed parts of the body, the wrap, skin and the cap, hair. Unlike Pickman and 
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Sargent, Warren is much more surrounded by the natural world. However, the angle of her figure 
isolates a flowering bush, as a present aspect of nature. With a return to modesty, Copley reflects 
a greater balance between the presence of man and nature. Considering these three depictions, 
Copley’s use of a singular dress model on multiple bodies suggests the belief in a mold of 
gentility. However, the changing design and expression of style in its various depictions, 
indicates that this ideal “mold of perfection” rapidly changed.  
Another example which highlights the varying interpretations of styles are the multiple 
portraits of elite Bostonian Nicholas Boylston, which Copley completed during the 1760s and 
70s.129 Boylston, incredibly wealthy, served as a benefactor for Harvard College, marking him as 
a member of the genteel class.130 In the three portraits that Copley completed, several notable 
changes in color choice, expressions of style, aspects of nature, and perspective occurred. In the 
first painting, completed in 1767, Boylston wears a robe of a profound green color with a floral 
pattern over his visible taupe waistcoat [fig. 18a]. Also, instead of a wig on his head, he wears a 
rose-colored cloth cap that men wore at home during their leisure time. As essential as wigs were 
for performing masculinity outside the home, they were not as important inside of it. In addition 
to his clothing, the tablecloth and drapery add additional color. Lastly, there is water and a ship 
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in the background, perhaps indicating an involvement of shipping, harkening back to the 
symbolism of a mastery of the ocean.  
In 1769, Copley completed a second portrait, a mere two years after the first [fig. 18b]. In 
it, he changed the clothing almost entirely. He painted his floral-designed robe a darker brown, 
his waistcoat a deeper, steely blue, but keeps the cap the same color. The background is similar 
to the first portrait although the tablecloth, drape and the waterscape are gloomier. The ship in 
the background is missing, indicating a possible absence of the control of nature. While these are 
not major, the second portrait is overwhelmingly more somber than the first. Thus, these 
discussed shifts from the first painting to the second indicate within two years that 
contemporaries perceived, earthier, more somber tones as much more appropriate than that of 
brighter colors. A group of art historians argue that, “If the first Nicholas Boylston impresses 
with the sumptuousness of its decorative detail, the second provides a more probing 
characterization and portrays the Boston merchant as a man of powerful presence and distinction 
as well as a man of lavish tastes.”131 In other words, the differences in color enhance Boylston’s 
presence in the painting, still indicating gentility, although more “lavish(ly).” The transition 
between the first and second portraits illuminates a change between luxury to modesty, 
coinciding with a loosening of the control of nature. 
Finally, the third portrait of Boylston continually outlines these shifts in the most 
dynamic way of all [fig. 18c]. In his 1773 portrait, Boylston is in the same position that he was 
for his other two portraits, except his figure is minimized due to a larger perspective of the room. 
The most significant differences in the portrait, however, are the extreme changes in color. The 
third painting is by far the brightest and most visually stunning of the three. Boylston wears the 
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same items of clothing, but the color scheme, except for the cap, is again different. The robes are 
now a vibrant blue, and the waistcoat a deeper purple. Since more of Boylston is visible, because 
of the new perspective of this painting, one can tell that his shoes are a vibrant red. The rest of 
the background, including the chair and the wall, are dark brown, and the rug on the floor has a 
detailed floral pattern. Overall, due to the gorgeous detailing of the clothing and textiles, the third 
portrait is an example of luxury. Therefore, within six years, Boylston’s paintings showed a 
transition from luxury to modesty and back to luxury.  
These quick transitions between interpretations of style did not only occur through 
portraiture, but also through fashion plates, an additional tool for learning about popular trends. 
Women had increased access to early versions of fashion magazines, beginning in the 1770s. 
These included fashion plates, or illustrations of the in-mode forms of dress. Historians describe 
the fashion of this decade as the most extreme and luxurious, with elegantly embroidered, 
brightly colored clothing that over-emphasized and exaggerated features of the body. English 
fashion plates frequently copied or modeled fashions from Paris demonstrate fluctuations 
between incredibly ostentatious modes of dress and more moderate expressions of taste. Trade 
magazines included fashion plates as early as 1667.132 For instance the French La Mercure 
Galant, which “introduced straightforward fashion drawings for the enlightenment of readers, 
naming the shops which could supply the fabrics and trimmings.”133 In England, women carried 
pocket book guides carrying information deemed useful for ladies as well as recipes, song lyrics, 
dance steps, puzzles, essays, and poems.134 They also contained black and white engravings of 
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“fashionable dress.”135 Between 1760 and 1830, there were forty-six types of pocket books for 
women and by the 1780s and 1790s there were seven different larger publications which offered 
one and sometimes two engravings of fashion.136  
A drawing, from The Lady’s Magazine titled, “A Lady with the Emblems of Spring in the 
Dress of April 1771,” illustrates a frock with a low neckline and elbow length sleeves.137 Gloves 
cover the exposed skin, and the figure wears a modestly sized hat adorned with ribbons. The 
dress fits closely to the body, only slightly embellishing the hips. The dress itself is complete 
with ornamentation of bows as well as frills and drapery. In the 1771 print, “Fashionable Dresses 
in the Rooms at Weymouth, 1774,” and “A Lady in the newest full Dress. And another in the 
most fashionable Undress,” published in 1776, the clothing depicted on the figures is much more 
elaborate. 138 The background further distinguishes the 1771 print from the 1774 and 1776 
depictions. The first print shows the figures against a plain backdrop, while the ladies of 1774 
and 1776 are in a room and then an outdoor garden. More interestingly, the 1774 print has three 
other figures, two women and one man, in the background, overshadowed by the two figures in 
the foreground. The man faces away from the artist, so only the rear of his hat, wig, coat, and 
lower extremities are visible. However, the two women wear simpler fashions. It is possible that 
one is extremely young, a girlish figure, while the hooded woman is of an older age. Therefore, 
in this single print there is an increased contrast between extremity and modesty, proving that 
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variations in the appropriateness of styles appeared for other intersections of identity other than 
gender. 
Continuing the theme of fluctuation in dress with “Two Ladies in the Dress of 1779,” 
everything about the representations of fashion differs from that of three years’ prior.139 The 
women’s hair is not as tall, but wide instead, with long curls tied up and pinned at the neck. The 
hats are large, dwarfing the figures’ heads, taking away focus from the hair. The clothing is still 
elaborate and quite detailed, and yet different in design. The gowns are shorter, with more fabric 
gathering around the waist, and a cork rump to emphasize the derriere. This drawing includes 
hairstyles which historians typically associate with the 1780s, not the 1770s.  
The 1779 print is virtually identical to that of “Two Ladies in the Dress of 1781.”140 Here 
the only apparent differences are the lengthening of the sleeves and the heightening of the 
neckline. However, by “Two Ladies in the Dress of 1782,” and “Two Ladies in the Dress of 
1784,” the designs of the overall ensembles are distinct.141 Hats continue to be important, and the 
hair descends further down the neck, although it is still appropriately styled curled above the 
shoulders. The skirts have a large hoop and the neckline of the dress is high with ruffling. 
Therefore, within the span of a few years, expressions of what was fashionable changed, 
indicating new conceptions of appropriateness. 
This instability experienced during the 1780s continues in the study of fashion prints. The 
1786 and 1787 prints from ‘Lane’s Ladies Museum” show a contrast between more luxurious 
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styles as well as modest.142 Hats continue to grow larger on top of hair which remains curled but 
with some frizzing, regularly attributed to the 1780s. Moving forward into 1789, it is possible to 
see that the elegance and frivolity of the 1770s is still present in the most fashionable dress. A 
print that year, appearing in the London publication of The Lady’s Magazine, illustrated the 
decadence and ornamentation of dress, with a higher neckline, long gloves, and a wider hairstyle, 
although absent of a hat. Thus the 1780s, rather than functioning as a sharp break into 
transformed and fully unrecognizable fashion, instead showcased a similar pattern as the 
previous decades, in moving between different expressions of style. 
Finally, by the 1790s, historians traditionally recognize the beginning of the federal style 
of clothing in the United States, which, like the 1780s, markedly different from the prior 
decades.143 Here, women began to adopt jackets, gowns evolved to emphasize an “s” shape for 
the body, breeches became longer, eventually growing into pants, and styles became more 
“neoclassical” with higher waistlines.144 Prints from 1793 collected from “Fashion Drawings” by 
Edward Burney Grecian-styled, long, flowing gowns with some elaboration.145 All three of the 
featured gowns are white, with the women sporting long curled hair and small caps or hats on the 
head with a single flower or ornamentation. The sleeves are long and the necklines puffy and 
high. 
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By tracing portraiture and fashion plates between the 1750s-1790s, it is apparent that 
expressions of styles changed within each decade, and varied in connecting with the symbolism 
of control of nature. Connections are visible between the most luxurious clothing, and the 
greatest control of nature. Also, simple interpretations of clothing tended to correspond with the 
inclusion of a greater involvement of nature, which was often “untamed.” This was not the case 
with each decade, but the varying interpretations indicated both a changing relationship between 
humans and the environment, and the societal connection of the human-made construction of 
clothing to the natural environment. Portraits which featured modest interpretations of clothing 
fluctuated the most. Sometimes modest clothes appeared with a large amount of nature, and other 
times with none. While portraiture and fashion plates mirrored contemporary ideals about 
clothing and its connection to the natural, other modes of communication both reflected and 
stimulated attempts to re-stabilize the boundary between nature and artifice. 
Contemporaries considered wigs and the hoop-petticoat as staples of gentility. However, 
due to changes in the physical construction of these items, both modes of costume raised 
eyebrows, prompting written opinions of either satire or some praise. An excess of luxury, 
through refinement in attempting to express a more perfect and thus natural display. Many of 
these items blurred and transgressed the boundaries between the virtuous and the abominable. 
These, articles of clothing and the conversations they sparked influenced fashion and illustrated 
the genteel struggle to clarify the line between natural and artificial. 
The hoop-petticoat represented the worst of elite extravagance. During the 1740s, some 
saw the massive petticoat, exaggerated as unnatural and an abomination unto God. Created to 
accentuate certain characteristics of the female body, it backfired. The hoop skirt became part of 
a larger conversation about clothing’s relationship to nature and God. Early critiques of it 
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included “The Force of Women’s Magick: or, The great Virtue of Hoop-Petticoats,” published in 
1720.146 In it, the author outlines the argument for the petticoats unnaturalness. Not only did he 
outline the trouble with the hoop-petticoat, he also attacked clothing in general “…Fashion ought 
to authorize no Dress, which outrages common sense; confounds all Proportion; and is, in the 
Nature and Reason of Things, incongruous and immoral.”147 He outlines the importance of 
clothing to define societal rank, summarizing that:  
In the mean while; It is absolutely necessary, that All who are in the Fashion, should be at 
the Top of it? At the Top of the Fashion, when they are at, or very near the Bottom in 
Rank and Fortune? Is it fit, that every little Gentlemen’s, or only Tradesmen’s Wife or 
Daughter should presume to dress against Nature and Reason against Proportion, 
Congruity, and Common Sense, as much as a Duchess or a Countess?148  
 
The author is careful to note that, “These, and all other Ladies of Quality, especially of great 
Quality have, no doubt, (as I hinted before) a Privilege to contravene, or go beyond Reason, and 
Nature…”149 In other words, it was imperative to control social ranking through dress. Only the 
genteel, because of their social position, had the ability to “dress against Nature and Reason.” 
Therefore, control of nature rested firmly within the hands of the elite, to be able to define it as 
they would. Because of this belief, social commentators in London debated the appropriateness 
of the hoop-petticoat. They feared both a non-genteel intrusion into genteel expressions of dress, 
as well as concerns about the loss of modesty. 
In 1745, two publications take up the matter of the petticoat’s propriety. The first, The 
Enormous Abomination of the Hoop-Petticoat, was an attack on the petticoat; and the second, 
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The Hoop-Petticoat Vindicated, in Answer to The Enormous Abomination of the Hoop-Petticoat; 
a rebuttal and defense of it.150 Because of the licentiousness of the subject matter, both authors 
defended their character as well as discussing the hoop-petticoat. The first author, known as 
A.W. esq. made sure to inform his reader that neither his age, conservative principles, nor any 
hatred of women shaped his opinion, thus highlighting his claim of an untarnished critique.151  
In his commentary on fashion, A. W. noted only a few modifications in the first half of 
the eighteenth century. He mentioned minor variations with the breadth of the hat and some 
alterations to sleeves, shirts, and coat pockets with men’s clothing.152 Therefore, an item of 
clothing such as the hoop-petticoat was too extravagant after several decades of little change. 
Since its inception, the author found the hoop-petticoat grotesque. For example, “As to the 
Ladies, the chief new Invention in my time, if not the only considerable one is the Hoop-
Petticoat. A Dress which even in its original institution was sufficiently absurd; and greatly 
disgusted the Men, however, it might please the women.”153 A. W. believed fashion 
overwhelmingly silly, so much so that he concluded the hoop-petticoat would disappear after a 
short time. However, he and others: 
…all found (themselves) mistaken: the Hoop stood its ground; and has continued to this 
very Day. For many Years, however, it was a little modest and restrain’d within some 
reasonable compass, and so to a degree tolerable. But of late, within these two twice – 
months, or there-about, it has spread itself to so enormous a circumference, that there is 
no enduring it any longer.154  
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As long as the petticoat exemplified modesty, it was tolerable. However, for the author, because 
it had crossed, or transgressed that boundary of decency due to its size and overemphasis of the 
natural aspects of the body, it became unnatural. So much so that: 
The very sight of these cursed Hoops is enough to turn one’s Stomach. Besides the Trust 
they give to Others; they must needs be extremely inconsistent, and sometimes painful to 
Those who wear them. Many hundreds, I doubt not have got their Deaths by them, I pass 
over the vast foolish Expense of so much Silk and other costly Materials, three times more 
than is necessary, or convenient; only to cover such a huge Extent of Canvas, or stripped 
Linen and Whalebone: which huge Extent is in itself beyond measure ridiculous.155 
 
Because the garment went beyond the constraints of reason, not only because of size but also 
because of cost, it became insufferable.  
Others, however, did not share this opinion. The same year, Jack Lovelass took issue with 
A. W., arguing that hoop-petticoats was just as “unnatural” as other favorite types of clothing. 
He outlined this with: 
You first assert, it is contrary to the Law of Reason and Nature upon account of its 
unnatural Disproportion. Pray who besides you and your Divine ever thought of the 
natural Proportions of Dress? If the Ladies must follow Nature, they must go naked; for 
Nature gave them no Cloaths: And if it be criminal to disguise or conceal their Features, 
their Cloaths ought to be made to cover closely every Limb: If this be the case, Petticoats 
and Hoops, great Coats and Jack-Boots, are all equally forbidden by the Law of 
Nature.156 
 
Here Lovelass indicated the problematic boundaries of natural, pushed along by the petticoat. It 
would not be an option for these “Ladies” to “go naked.” However, to be completely natural 
would be not to wear any clothing at all. Since the first authors’ complaints are that the hoop-
petticoat unnaturally extended the hips far out from the parameters of the body, Lovelass argued 
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that the only way to rectify this was to make clothing tight to the body, thus disqualifying other 
items of clothing considered more modest. He continues with “That they (the hoop-petticoat) are 
not contrary to the Law of Reason, which is the Law of God written upon the Heart of Man, I 
have already proved, since they have nothing either moral or immoral in them, but are in the 
Nature of Things entirely indifferent.”157 Lovelass concludes his arguments by contrasting 
fashion staples of men to that of the hoop-petticoat. He closes with: 
I have now consider’d all the Arguments your Friend the Clergyman has made use of, in 
which, in the Heat of his Zeal, he has endeavor’d to prove that the wearing of a large 
Hoop is sinful, unjustifiable, and altogether inconsistent with the Genius, Spirit, and 
Temper of the Christian Religion, and shall only now add, that he has advanced nothing 
New, nothing that has not before been urg’d against our Sex for wearing the Peruke, and 
shaving the Beard; which for a long Time were condemn’d by the Clergy, as an Affront 
upon Nature, and a Proof of the greatest Degree of Pride and Folly.158 
 
Lovelass refers to the seventeenth century, when the Church made similar arguments about men 
going beardless and wearing wigs, underlining that someone always complains. Thus, the hoop-
petticoat functioned as a symbol, blurring the lines between nature and artifice. However, it was 
not the only component of costume that did so. 
By the 1790s,  it is apparent that similar conversations about natural and artificial aspects 
of clothing continued to occur. Walter Vaughn, Physician in Rochester, England argued that “the 
common mode of clothing not only alters the natural Form of our Bodies, but also produces 
Inability, Disease, and Death...”159 He also claimed that “Refinement teaches men to dislike 
every Thing, natural, fits them only to disguise, and disqualifies them for assuming with a manly 
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and a liberal Air that character which alone is truly great.”160 In other words, the rejection of 
“natural” clothing, which meant either the wearing of one fabric or clothes with limited 
processing, prevented men from being virtuous and truly English. Also, clothing could hurt the 
body in a variety of ways if it were, “fashioned and adopted as to compensate for supposed 
Defects or to supply and augment imaginary Beauties…(and)…When it is made of improper 
Materials through necessity, as for the Sake of Ornament.”161 Clothing as an artificial construct 
could cause damage to a person, therefore becoming harmful to nature. Furthermore:  
If Clothing be so made by the Artist and so put on by the Wearer as to lessen or conceal 
supposed Defects and Blemishes; or to increase or add imaginary Beauties, it is plain that 
the object of both Artist and Wearer is either to have them so small as to compress, or so 
large as by retaining a certain Quantity of Wadding to fill up Hollows, and this to render 
the Proportions are symmetry of the Body apparently real and natural.162  
 
Here, there is an apparent connection to hairdressing and physiognomy. This author found fault 
with tailors and “artist(s)” envisioning or designing clothing which would disguise “supposed 
Defects and Blemishes” going against nature. This idea contrasts with earlier opinions that 
human intervention could improve the health of the hair and other areas of the body. Overly 
large or too small clothing could negatively affect the human form. Sleeves to the elbow, the 
traditional length of women’s sleeves during the eighteenth century, could be bad for the health. 
Not avoiding fashion choice could lead to, “Appearance altogether disagreeable, ghastly and 
unnatural.”163   
Writing on wigs, the author argued that, “Nay, the Head of Man is thickly clothed with 
Hair by Nature; and if the early Fashion of ornamenting the Head had not denigrated into the 
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Habit of wearing a Hat, I am mistaken if the Hair alone had not been found sufficient to keep our 
Heads warm.”164 Thus, a wig, or an additional covering, would cause harm as, “The head 
naturally has a small indication to the earth; by the weight of coverings it becomes depressed; 
this is an additional reason for abolishing coverings of the head in the dress of children.”165 By 
the end of the century, wigs and clothing had become dangerous for the health, and therefore, 
could no longer be conceived of, in any way as natural. 
Hairdressing manuals debated the natural/artificial divide.166 They described hairdressing 
as a marriage between science and art. Even though hairstyling manuals often contained the 
word “art” in the title, hairdressers and contemporaries viewed hairdressing through the lens of 
science, because they understood hair first, through its biology. Through this understanding of 
science, hairdressers had the ability to manipulate hair into an art form. Hairdresser Peter 
Gilchrist’s manual, A Treatise on the Hair, published in London in 1752 first describes the 
scientific properties of hair as an “obnoxious fluid” sent by the heat of the brain:  
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…hairs, are afterwards nourished or destroyed in proportion to the quantity of juices, or 
excess of heat, in the brain; for sometimes, by a great fire there, they will all be wasted 
and consumed, and so the matter cease where they were produced; which is the cause of 
baldness.167  
 
Certain manuals noted the importance for hairdressers to know pseudosciences such as 
physiognomy to correct the imbalances in an individual’s face. For a face and head to be natural, 
the hair had to complement but also remedy the person’s shortcomings. To be natural was to fit 
into a particular mold, but the process to become natural was individualized. 
Gilchrist’s manual stated that the best way to change an individual was to modify the 
head or “To metamorphose the body, it was proper to begin with the head.”168 Additives of false 
hair needed to blend seamlessly with the person’s head, or, “To dress the Hair smooth behind 
with the addition of False Hair.” 169 Therefore, a hairdresser needed to comb false hair into the 
natural growth.170 Here there are several indications, first, the recognition of the importance of 
hair in transforming an individual. Second, that for “improvement” to be successful, adding in 
artificial components needed to be done in as complete in a manner as possible. Thus, in the 
1750s, for women, it was necessary for the artificial component of the hair to not overtake the 
natural. Men, of course, wore wigs, which society accepted as inherently unnatural. 
By the 1780s, hairdressers believed that the life experience of hair affected its overall 
health, and thus natural state. In 1780, William Moore, described Ladies Hair-Dresser and 
Perfumer, wrote The Art of Hairdressing, and Making it Grow Fast, Together. With a plain and 
easy Method of presenting it; with Several useful Recipes &c. For example, “If you observe, 
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among the generality of mankind, you will find that the genteel sort of people are grey the 
soonest, because of their too great Care, which might be done with the same Cleanliness, if they 
followed the above Rules.”171 Moore wrote two guides, one for men and one for women. He 
argued against the use of hot irons as bad for the hair, drying up its natural “juices.”172 However, 
it was important for hairdressers to try and make up for natural defects when dressing the hair.173  
If the hair was thin, the hairdresser prescribed: “artificial curls, braids, tetes, and cushions and 
(to) use a proper technique to make them look very natural.”174 The hair of children, Moore 
argued, had to be consistently trained and cut at appropriately scheduled times. The sentiment of 
the changeability of hair over time repeats in the section on wigmaking in Diderot’s and 
D’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, titled “The Wigmaker’s Art in the 18th Century.”175 
James Stewart echoed that the addition of artificial additives to hair made it more natural, 
in Plocacosmos: or, the Whole Art of Hair-Dressing in 1781. He argued that humans in their 
natural form, were in fact, ill-constructed and not natural at all. He claimed that “Our heads are 
very ill constructed by the Author of our being; we are, therefore, to have them now modelled, 
on the outside by the midwife, and within by the philosopher.”176 For wig making, it was 
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important not to wear child's hair. Furthermore, chestnut hair was considered the best quality for 
wig-making with hues of chestnut, light-chestnut, and Auburn.  Biologically, the hair on a person 
from Northern Europe was superior to that of someone from the south. Also, an individual who 
was morally bankrupt, such as a prostitute, would have dry hair, making it impossible to use. 
Wigmakers always preferred women’s hair, and those who lived in the country had the best 
tresses of all.177 Peasant or country women would always wear caps and “do not powder it, and 
rarely expose it to the air which makes it dry.”178 The healthier the hair, the more natural. 
However, because of fluctuating ideas of nature, the ideas about the appropriate of improvement 
varied. This meant that the more “artificial” the hair, the more natural. Hairdressing during the 
1780s unearthed a paradox, in which, the wealthy would improve their hair through additives 
such as powders and grease, but for wigs, the healthiest and therefore the most desirable hair was 
the least tampered with, grown on the heads of the non-genteel.  
Lastly, Alexander Stewart’s, The Art of Hair Dressing, or, the Gentleman’s Director 
published in 1788, dictated in its introduction that hair functioned as “the test of national taste 
and refinement.”179 Frequently, commentators on clothing and hairdressing remarked on 
differences between styles. These were categorized as English styles that reflected modesty, and 
ostentatious French fashions. This difference in interpretations coincided with ideas of nature 
and artifice. Typically, English styles were characterized as natural while French were artificial. 
Stewart recognized the artificiality of the addition of a toupee to the natural hair. He instructed 
that after applying it that there must be a visible separation between the two, so that 
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contemporaries could recognize the difference between natural hair and the toupee. It was also 
important to implement additives to the hair such as various powders and pomatums, meaning 
that hair was not natural on its own.180 One highly prized pomatum in the manual, described as, 
“a very excellent one,” made of rosemary, bear grease and oil of Jessamine, showcased the 
commodification of achieving a natural and thus genteel look.181 This idea of the improvement of 
hair, frequently appears within the manuals, indicating fluctuating ideas about what made 
something natural, creating rational arguments for contemporaries to adopt. 
Because of the trans-Atlantic network of trade, as well as greater connections between 
urban and rural areas, the manuals prove the diffusion of fashionable style, as one hairstylist 
stated:  
Thus for we may conclude that this Directory is intended for those who live in the 
Country, and have not the opportunity of getting a Hair-Dresser, or perhaps a servant that 
can do it without being taught, when they may send for one of those Instructors, that will 
teach them as well as any one, and at a small Price, and if they do not resort to any public 
Place to see Fashions, they may have cushions sent to them in the Fashion continually, 
for a trifling Expense, and they may have Prints of the Modes of Dress at any Time.182 
 
Even if those who purchased these manuals did not have direct access to public places to see the 
most current fashions with ease, they had the ability to see them through print, brought about by 
Atlantic exchange. The examination of these manuals as well as discussion on hair, illustrates the 
ebb and flow of fashionable tresses between the 1750s-1790s. 
Historians and scholars who study eighteenth-century hairstyles tend to characterize them 
in a bell-curve, as they do clothing. For women, the 1740s and 50s featured more modest styles. 
These became more elaborate during the 1760s, often featuring a small amount of height above 
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the scalp as well as some adornments. By the 1770s, hair styles reached “dizzying heights.”183 
Hair was a frequent target of satire during this decade, with drawings of women with fruit, 
birdcages, and even model ships adorning a mountain of powdered locks. Such wigs also existed 
in reality, for example, Marie Antoinette. By the 1780s, hair became broad and frizzy and finally 
during the 1790s, some hair curled about the face with several locks cascading down the neck 
and falling over the shoulders. By the 1740s, larger perukes of the seventeenth century, which 
cascaded down the shoulders, had gone out of style.184 For men, during the eighteenth century, 
wig wear proved essential. Without a wig, men lacked the necessary ability to establish 
themselves as a proper man.185 Wigs demonstrated a connection between commodification and 
masculinity. To be a man within the social order, one had to display participation in consumption 
through wig-wear. An undeniable inseparability existed during the eighteenth century between 
masculinity and the donning of the wig.186 These social and physical process of having a wig on 
one’s head synchronized so tightly together that knocking off or removing a wig could threaten 
one’s manhood.187 
Popular writing on wigs voiced societal concerns about their necessity and critiqued their 
appearance. For example, one author known as “An English Perriwig Maker,” saw the peruke as 
against nature in his 1767 publication, A Dissertation Upon Head Dress, because it did not cover 
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the neck. He argued that natural hair behaved in a natural or authentic manner by flowing down 
the neck and while a wig fraudulently attempted to do the same, it would ultimately fail due to 
stiffness and artificial construction.188 Besides this, he frequently debated within his writing what 
was natural for the human head. For example, he makes reference to one particular stylist who 
believed that:  
…perhaps men would be equipped with some things that resembled monkey’s tails, 
buck’s horns, or anything else that creation might exhibit to their view, and by this means 
such a set of monsters would spring up in the human race as never entered the brains of 
all the poets even from Homer until now…189  
 
Even though hairstyles provided by wigs mimicked nature, they were not in fact of nature, and 
therefore became artificial or monstrous. One such writer argued that perukes were not a natural 
method of dressing because, “Indeed after one part of the hair is distorted and the other conceded 
(which nature never intended) the mischief done on one head, is copied to put upon another: this 
some may call following nature; but with no great propriety.”190 Therefore, the mass replication 
of wig styles did not make them an acceptable and natural mode of dress. 
The same pamphlet described the relationship between hair in contrast to other  
 
ornamentations of the body. The author began with:  
 
I think I have a right to consider Perukes in a different light to that which any other 
ornament or part of dress can be placed in; because other ornaments are quite 
precariously so, and in their nature changeable at will, and coverers of shame may not be 
an improper name for our convenient parts of raiment.191  
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Here this author clearly defined differences between hair and the rest of costume. Hair 
functioned as an ornament which could be styled and dyed, but also fixed, making it the most 
natural symbol of all. However, the author ideally viewed certain types of peruke and wig-
making as fundamentally against nature. 
He also believed that English sensibility defined what was appropriately natural and what 
was not. For example, “…as an Englishman of common sense, I have a right to reject modes 
where nature, ease, and gracefulness, is not duly attended to.”192 English sensibility should 
prevent people from dressing too ridiculously. For this writer, the peruke, so distorted and 
manipulated went against nature. Bag wigs especially contorted the natural position of the hair, 
the author of A Moral Lecture on Heads noted, “…the man thrusting his head into a bush, but on 
drawing it back again, he took the bush with it…”193 Here again, is an allegory of nature, 
although meant to insult the “natural” appearance of a wig, rather than complement it. Hair, of 
course, was supposed to be neatly combed and refined, whereas a bush was notorious for being 
wild and unkempt.  
On wigs, the aforementioned James Stewart wrote that:  
 
As the perukes become more common, their shape and forms altered. Hence we hear of 
the clerical the physical, and the huge tie peruke for the man of the law, the brigadier or 
major for the army and navy, as also the tremendous fox ear, or cluster of temple curls, 
with a pig-tail behind. The merchant, the man of business and of letters were 
distinguished by the grave full bottom, or more moderate tie, neatly curled; the tradesmen 
by the shug bob, or natty scratch, the country gentleman, by the natural fly and hunting 
peruke. All conditions of men were distinguished by the cut of the wig, and none more so 
than the coachman, who wore his, as there does some to this day, in imitation of the 
curled hair of a waterdog.194 
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Out of all the types of wigs, one stood out from the rest, mentioned here as the “natty scratch,” or 
another name for the scratch wig. Unlike other wigs, the scratch wig was intended to mimic and 
look like someone’s real hair. Contemporaries described it as small and “mean looking.” It was 
poorly made, often stretched or pasted together over its frame rather than stitched with care. In 
its early emergence, wig-makers developed the scratch wig for tradesmen.  It was usually dark in 
color, black or brown, and if applied to the head improperly, could look quite silly, resulting in 
critical commentary. The Gentleman's and London Magazine in 1741 described it as, "The 
Scratch, or the Blood's Skull-Covering, is comb'd over the forehead, untoupeed, to imitate a head 
of hair; because those gentlemen love to have everything natural about them."195 Other 
characterizations included: 
A short, natural looking wig resembling the wearer's own shockylocks, just large enough 
to cover the baldness. Much worn by tradesmen in the 18th century...A smooth scratch 
wig was one in which the hair was dressed smoothly and tidily. When the hair was in a 
disheveled condition the wig was said to be a rough scratch.196  
 
Additional names included scratch bob, black scratch, brown scratch, smooth scratch, and rough 
scratch,197 "A bob-wig, sometimes with one curl, covering only the back part of the head, the 
natural hair being brushed up over it in front,"198 a "Kind of wig that covers only part of the 
head,"199 "...a small undress wig, which was especially popular with the lower classes because it 
was relatively inexpensive,"200 and “…a rather haphazard arrangement designed to resemble real 
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hair worn by farmers and outdoor laborers.”201 Contemporaries perceived the scratch wig as 
copying the natural hair the most, knew about the poor quality of the wig, and understood that it 
could look humorous if not applied correctly. As an “undress” wig, it was inferior to other types 
of wigs and considered less formal. These various opinions lead to the assumption of the wig as 
different and even laughable to eighteenth-century society. In the 1773 edition of London's, The 
Town and Country Magazine a piece appeared titled, "An English Macaroni in Paris," remarked: 
We suppose it will be admitted that the last age of the wig is, after all, the most 
contemptibly in point of fashion - the scratch-wig - the lineal descendant, however, of 
that whit has for want of any better designation, been called by a writer in the "Quarterly" 
the George-the-Fourthian Peruke. Lest we should seem indecent, we may quote this high 
conservative author, who speaks of it as "an upstart sham among wigs, hideous, artificial, 
and gentish looking; its painful little curls haunt us. We scarcely ever see that type now in 
its full original humor, but bad is the best; it seems at first though very odd that barbers 
cannot make a decent imitation of a head of hair." From this descended, we say, the 
scratch-wig, whose highest ambition consists in being like the natural hair; its aim is to 
make age look youthful, and to give to the baldness of Cicero and Caesar the beauty, if 
not of flowing locks, the reverse of the prophetic condemnation in the adornment of well 
set hair.202 
 
Here the author described the wig with some of the most demeaning language. Despite 
popularity, the wig received considerable ridicule. Instead of the scratch wig functioning as 
natural, the essay marked it as artificial. While the wig was intended to look like the natural hair, 
in the opinion of these critics, it failed to do so, meaning that it became artificial. Those who 
lived in the eighteenth-century British North Atlantic knew and understood the artificiality of 
head coverings. Contemporaries knew that a wig was either human or animal hair, not belonging 
to the person who wore it. That knowledge thus dictated that an artificial apparatus functioned as 
a socially practiced behavior. A wig meant to look like the hair of the owner, blending into the 
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hairline, ultimately went against these parameters. This awareness highlighted the contrast and 
paradox of the scratch wig. 
Despite this belief, commentators continued to discuss the scratch wig over the latter 
decades of the eighteenth century and into the nineteenth. By the 1790s, it filtered its way up into 
British genteel riding culture. Thomas Rowlandson’s 1809 satirical cartoon titled, “Game Wigs,” 
included the scratch wig (“Black Scratch”) [fig. 19] as one of the styles preferred by hunting and 
the outdoor activity of gentlemen.203 Thus the scratch wig, through the categories of natural and 
artificial, completely transcended social boundaries. Because society changed its opinion of the 
naturalness of the wig rapidly between the 1740s and 1790s, the scratch wig illustrates how 
categories of nature and artifice fluctuated during this time. Therefore, because of the blurring of 
this dichotomy, the binary between genteel and non-genteel also became unstable. 
It is visible then, between 1740-1790, that conceptions of nature and artifice frequently 
alternated. Within every decade, social commentators debated with each other upon the 
“naturalness” of certain items of clothing. Did accentuating features of the body through clothing 
make something more natural? Was wearing a wig truly natural? Was the human body innately 
flawed, and if so, was it the job of man to improve it through hairdressing and clothing? These 
were questions which illustrated transgression of the most basic categories of analysis. This 
brought instability to the lives of those involved, who tried ardently to create a sense of what was 
happening through the debate of these categories in the primary mode of expression, costume. 
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In the eighteenth century British North Atlantic, white Anglo-Americans and Britons felt 
a power over the natural world. Centuries of precedent, as well as a mastery of the Atlantic 
Ocean, dictated this control. The imperial process and colonization meant interaction with new 
species of the natural world. Improvements in agriculture and mechanization meant a greater 
output of production. These changes caused contemporaries to question their place in the natural 
order and hierarchy. Thus, these factors came together to prompt fluctuations in considerations 
of the natural and the artificial. As Trans-oceanic and Atlantic travel increased communications 
and commerce, science helped also commodify nature. Part of this commodification process, 
took place through textiles, because of new types of fabrics specially available through Atlantic 
colonization. The medium of clothing, a language in which all members of society could 
participate, allowed for the expression and manipulation of these ideas. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE NATURALNESS OF SOCIETY AND GENTILITY THROUGH 
CLOTHING 
During the second half of the eighteenth century in the British North Atlantic, 
technological innovation and the desire to perfect nature through human intervention, led 
humans to feel a reinvigorated sense of mastery over the natural world. This ideal led to a 
gendered amalgam in which the natural had to be helped into place. Faith in this control 
destabilized the dichotomy of natural and artificial, described in Chapter 2. This re-
conceptualized relationship with nature led directly to a greater ability to produce and purchase. 
Material goods became much more available through the consumer revolution, which was a 
direct consequence of Atlantic trade. A greater availability of items, important in the display of 
refinement, meant that gentility became commodified. This created two separate issues. The first, 
due to this new ability to purchase a better social standing, and the second was the over-emphasis 
on the display of refinement. The effect of buying gentility to essentially become genteel 
produced the consequence of a loss of former methods of social distinction. Insistence on 
exhibition related to a perceived correlation in which a greater, more ornamented presentation of 
belongings resulted in an increased possession of gentility. Both outcomes of gentility’s 
commodification changed its perception. Traditionally, the social elite attached characteristics of 
modesty and virtue to gentility, viewing themselves as its sole possessors. Because of gentility’s 
newfound commodification, it lost these associations. Modesty, an important aspect of English 
gentility, depended upon an absence of ostentatious display. Without it, social commentators 
began to identify the presentation of refinement as vain and too luxurious. 
Gentility is an essential quality of superiority possessed by the English upper class, 
expressed through outward expressions and mannerisms of grace, refinement, sensibility, and 
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thus superiority.204  Details such as correct posture, manner of walking, how to dance, and how 
to speak, as well as conditions one’s home and one’s person all came together to demonstrate 
genteel display.205 By following these mannerisms, the social elite participated in the 
performance of gentility. The concept of performance is the portrayal of oneself to fit into 
societal roles through behavior and actions. 206 This performance, due to its necessity, became 
continuous, always open to criticism.207 Through repeated behaviors, the genteel identified 
themselves as virtuous, and modest.208 This language of gentility took a different form in British 
North America than in the metropole. The colonies had no noble class, and because of their 
function in supporting the empire, the most affluent members were usually involved in some sort 
of trade or commerce, such as merchants or planters. In addition, easier access and greater 
availability of land meant that its ownership also formed a large part in establishing gentility.  
Colonial American cities created an environment which prompted a greater necessity to 
display gentility. In 1760, the population of the British North American colonies was 72, 881, 
while 4.6% of the population lived in urban areas.209 Despite only have a small amount of the 
overall population, Boston, with 15, 631210 residents and other larger cities had economic and 
cultural power in British Colonial America. Cities, the direct receivers of Atlantic material, 
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created conditions which allowed a greater visibility of new social stratifications. Historian Gary 
Nash noted that living closely together among diverse types of people produced heightened 
perceptions of differences through social status.211 Gentility became the founding principle of 
dissimilarity between peoples.  The social hierarchy in urban America was as follows: first, the 
economic elite (merchants, planters, and entrepreneurs), followed by professionals (doctors, 
lawyers, and clergymen), Artisans, free unskilled laborers, apprentices and hired servants, 
indentured servants, and lastly slaves.212 Free people of color fell into the non-genteel, as did 
many of the newer immigrants, such as the Scots, Irish, and Germans.  Artisans and those lower 
on the social scale qualified as non-genteel. All this stratification depended upon the ability to 
display gentility. 
To successfully illustrate gentility, one needed to also possess modesty. An essay, 
originally penned in 1768, was included in a 1788 edition of The American Museum, or 
Universal Magazine which explained the characteristic as, “…that virtue which keeps us from 
expecting, as a right, the esteem and veneration which our good qualities seem to 
deserve…founded on humility.”213 Modesty gave a positive tone to all other characteristics and 
charms. In its absence, “…the philosopher is a cynic, and the orator nothing but a vain 
babbler.”214 Therefore, modesty functioned as the key component of politeness and refinement. It 
allowed for civilized speech, behavior, and thus expression. The essay closed with remarking 
that “It is necessary everywhere, and at all times; nothing can excuse the want of it – Without it 
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even our good qualities become odious, and virtue is nothing but a name.”215 Thus, society 
observed the necessity of a modest expression of behavior through its function as a component of 
conduct. Armed with this knowledge, the genteel ensured the preservation of this characteristic 
through continual education and presentation. 
The elite prescribed and learned proper gentility through guidebooks and manuals, which 
taught the correct way to behave. Philip Dormer Stanhope, in his, Principles of Politeness, and 
knowing the world, published in Philadelphia in 1778 counseled, “A young man ought to be able 
to come into a room and address the company, without the least embarrassment.”216 He 
accomplished this this through observation and copying “the manners of better people, and 
(conforming) to their customs with care and attention.”217 For without “good-breeding,” other 
qualifications “…will be imperfect, unadorned, and to a certain degree unavailing.”218 Stanhope 
links the importance of clothing in performance describing the following: 
There are few young fellows but what display some character or other in this shape. 
Some would be though fearless and brave: these wear a black cravat, a short coat and 
waistcoat, an uncommon long sword hanging up to their knees, a large hat fiercely 
cocked and are flush all over. Others affect to be country squires: these will go about in 
buck-skin breeches, brown frocks, and great oaken cudgels in their hands, slouched hats, 
with their hair undressed and tucked up under them to an enourmous size, and imitate 
grooms…so well externally, that there is not the least doubt of their resembling them as 
well internally. Others, again, paint and powder themselves so much, and dress so 
sinically, as leads us to suppose they are only women in boy’s cloaths. Now a sensible 
man carefully avoids all this, or any other affectation. He dresses as fashionably and well 
as persons of the best families and best sense: if he exceeds them, he is a coxcomb: if he 
dresses worse, he is unpardonable.219 
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Stanhope here identified the role of clothing in expressing character. To be a sensible man, one 
needed to dress in a manner which made his social standing clear, but was not excessive. For 
instance, the most modern style, good fabrics, but without an excessive amount of adornment. 
Clothing was one of the first indicators of sensibility, modesty, and therefore gentility. The 
performance of good breeding only became possible through wearing the correct clothing. Dress 
is paramount because society understood its importance in self-presentation.220 A 1714 
publication, Bernard Mandeville’s, The Fable of the Bees contained a variety of anecdotes, 
information, and advice on modern life, reflecting cultural behaviors and beliefs. On clothing, 
Mandeville wrote: 
…the World has long since decided the Matter: handsome Apparel is a main point, fine 
Feathers make fine Birds, and People where they are no known, are generally honour’d 
according to their Cloaths and other Accoutrements they have about them; from the 
richness of them we judge their Wealth, and by their ordering of them we guess at their 
Understanding.221 
 
This belief showcases the importance of fine clothing. The expression “fine Feathers make fine 
Birds,” indicates for society, clothing reflected the possessor’s status of gentility. The cultural 
notion that appropriate apparel made someone genteel, prevailed. Society also judged the 
economic status of the person, based on the fineness and luxury of their clothing.  
A 1772 essay, published in Philadelphia by Willian Mentz titled, The Miraculous Power 
of Clothes, and Dignity of the Taylors, Being an Essay on the Words, Clothes Make Men 
followed the hypothetical case of a respectable man, wearing “mean attire.”222 The term “mean 
attire” suggests either out-of-style or unkempt clothing. He lived an honest life to prove his 
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worth, facing roadblocks along the way. Because of his dress, when he arrived at a social 
gathering, his acquaintances did not recognize him, servants mistrusted his efforts, and he was 
ultimately mistaken for a beggar and denied entry. Here, his character and status had no merit. 
However, those present at the event, including the servants, bent over backwards to 
accommodate a second individual, described as “a gilded fop,” who they “admired” because he 
dressed in imitation of the French mode.”223 In this case, ostentatious, luxurious clothing 
identified with French styles, functioned as the access point into spheres of gentility. 
Even though that gilded fop’s “heart is malicious” and “he has not learnt the least thing 
that would help his country or himself,” he received a warm welcome.224 Mentz concluded that 
the simple man deserved to be forgot, remarking “Simpleton! Why had he not better clothes and 
less merit?...Let us but change the clothes, and we shall find the world very equitable.”225 All this 
was due to an understanding that, “Our manners are beyond all doubt, in some measure 
influenced by our dress.”226  Those at the top of the social scale knew that clothing, “…helped 
solidify and maintain their status. Those with less money recognized that clothes were valuable 
tools, as well. Having the right clothing could give them more options in life.”227 Greater access 
to the “tool” of clothing, and the possibilities that it could grant meant possible replication of 
refinement and good breeding.  
 Mandeville and Mentz demonstrated that in the self-presentation of status, clothing often 
outweighed any other indicator. These cultural conceptions and beliefs about clothing illustrated 
a deep understanding of its transformative ability. Clothing ultimately told a story, which 
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contemporaries read for relevant information. Not only did certain contemporaries know that 
clothing could influence behaviors, but they also knew of the possibility for some to wear 
clothing not appropriate for their social status. This created an anxiety amongst the genteel, who 
started to recognize the new ability of the rest of society to perform gentility. Traditionally, only 
rich people had the ability to afford good clothes, but because of an increase in trans-Atlantic 
trade, participation in consumerism in Colonial America became more inclusive. 
There was no fashion industry in the Americas during the seventeenth century. Fashions 
made on the continent travelled to the colonies slowly, if at all, due to longer sailing times and a 
lack of prosperity. In addition, strict Calvinist principles dictated a focus on clothing that 
promoted the appearance of a pious character.  Such fashions included, “plain brown or black 
woolens, neatened by freshly laundered collar bands and cuffs.” 228 In England, by the middle of 
the century, there was already a long tradition of practicing “distinctively Puritan dress.”229 
Sumptuary laws prevented the lower classes from dressing in a refined manner. By the 
eighteenth century, these laws remained on the books, but courts virtually did not enforce 
them.230 In 1634, a Massachusetts law forbade the everyday wearing of newer fashions, long 
hair, “laces, girdles, and hatbands made of silver, gold, or silk.” 231 Another, two years later 
outlawed the manufacture and sale of lace, as well as any clothing with lace.232 These types of 
items, which emphasized embellishment and decoration, symbolized status as a member of the 
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upper classes. Without a legal system to keep the systems of display and wealth in check, the 
weight of supervision fell to society.233 Therefore, those in the British North Atlantic constantly 
struggled between believing they could judge a person by what they wore and recognizing that 
some wore clothing that they should not. 234  
Because of this recognized paradox, the genteel decided that the best way to restabilize 
social categories was through commenting on expressions of clothing. In doing so, they both 
defended and attempted to reclaim the most natural components of gentility and Englishness, 
modesty and virtue. In this era, richer, better quality fabrics and patterns became financially 
available to a wider variety of people. The genteel wanted clothing to help divide people into 
4categories. However, this greater availability of fabrics and textiles, which became clothing, led 
to a blending of distinctions. Historians of dress describe members of the working-class, or a 
non-genteel mimicking of elite style, what they call a trickle-down effect of fashion.235 Despite 
social commentators knowing its current unreliability, elites continued to depend upon clothing’s 
prior centrality in emphasizing the genteel/non-genteel divide. Thus, discussion, rooted in the 
intent of social control, emerged as the chosen method to reaffirm the now unbalanced divisions. 
A trans-Atlantic discourse formed, highlighting how the problems of the loss of modesty 
and the act of dressing against one’s social station went directly against nature: first, through a 
loss of propriety and the second, through a false and underserved sense of entitlement. Overly-
luxurious clothing and excessive ornamentation led to a perversion of the expression, and thus 
the intended meaning, of gentility. A non-genteel person wearing socially inappropriate clothing, 
to pass as someone other than themselves, led to a multi-faceted sense of panic. Authors aimed to 
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soothe anxieties about passing as well as placate disgust over excessively ornamented displays of 
fashion. They reminded readers about the superiority of the genteel body due to its inherent 
natural charms. If the non-genteel dressed above their station, they would look silly doing so, 
highlighting the genteel’s exclusive ability to look appropriate in refined clothing.  Most of these 
writers hoped for a return to more acceptably virtuous, English interpretations of dress, with 
strict distinctions between the genteel and non-genteel. This desire prompted harsh 
characterizations of those who dressed too extravagantly, which writers hoped would convince 
the fashionably curious to avoid overdoing it.  
One of the ways that commentators attempted to dissuade from over-refinement in dress 
was through demonstrating the connections between a loss of propriety and character flaws. A 
satirical anecdote in an essay in a 1745 edition of the London publication, The Guardian outlines 
how fashion begins to overtake intellect in establishing one’s self in polite society. The author 
writes that: 
THERE was formerly an absurd Notion among the Men of Letters, that to establish 
themselves in the Character of Wits, it was absolutely necessary to show a Contempt of 
Dress. This injudicious Affectation of their flatten’d all their Conversation, took of the 
Force of every Expression, and incapacitated a Female Audience from giving Attention 
to any thing they said. While the Man of Dress catches their Eyes as well as Ears, and at 
every ludicrous Turn obtains a Laugh of Applause by way of Compliment.236 
 
To establish oneself in society, being modest “Men of Letters” no longer sufficed. If gentlemen 
wished to gain the attention and admiration of Ladies, they must transform into “Man of Dress.” 
The author mocked this notion, highlighting how Men of Dress received negative attention, 
through the form of laughter, rather than admiration.  
                                                 
236 The Guardian (London, January 1, 1745), 254-257, http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct 
=true&db=h9h&AN=33936548&site=ehost-live&ppid=divp256, The American Antiquarian Society, accessed August 
5, 2015.  
78 
 
He outlined how the most ridiculous fashion trends predominantly appear in women’s 
clothing. 
While the Men have contented themselves with the Retrenchment of the Hat, or the 
various Scallop of the Pocket; the Ladies have sunk the Head-dress, inclosed themselves 
in the Circumference of the Hoop-Petticoat; Furbelows and Flounces have been disposed 
of at will, the Stays have been lower’d behind, for the better displaying the Beauties of 
the Neck; not to mention the various rolling of the Sleeve, and those other nice 
Circumstances of Dress upon which every Lady employs her Fancy at Pleasure.237 
 
Fashion was a vice, and morally, physically, and intellectually weaker people were more likely 
to fall victim to vice. Women were understood to be the weaker sex and thus, clearly, more likely 
to wear ridiculous fashion. Both historically and ahistorically, women are equated with nature, 
while men are with culture.238 Because women’s bodies are associated with nature, they must be 
controlled.239 
The hoop-petticoat was one of the clothing items causing contemporaries to rethink the 
binary of natural and artificial. As a fashionable item, the hoop-petticoat demonstrated both the 
warping of a “natural” representation of clothing and a perversion of gentility. The new ease of 
purchasing gentility prompted its commodification, giving it its new meaning. Consumption and 
its display, transgressed both social and natural boundaries. This recognized blurring of 
categories meant that for some, showcasing wealth opposed virtue.240 Once the display of 
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refinement became too ostentatious, virtue disappeared. Thus, gentility separated from modesty, 
morphing refinement into an unnatural and artificial construct.  
Every step of dressing involved commerce, heavily dependent on the commodification of 
nature and the display of gentility and privilege. Textiles, clothing, and fashion stimulated 
demand and therefore, production.241 Fabrics traveled quickly, meaning that items stored in 
London or Liverpool warehouses appeared in the colonies as “fast as a ship was able to make the 
voyage.”242 Letters sent across the Atlantic indicated that “colonists wanted clothes of quality 
and the newest fashion.”243 Because colonists saw themselves as English, and co-creators in an 
Atlantic consciousness, they wanted to look the part, recognizing London as the most 
fashionable place in the British Empire. Merchants and relatives located in Britain chose textiles 
and clothing to send to the colonies, “setting American styles,” meaning the affluent, or the 
genteel had initial control over the appearance and interpretation of fashion.244 These contacts 
suggested that colonists could dress in quality British goods and materials.245 Once the textiles 
arrived, they became clothing through mantua-makers, tailors, shoemakers, seamstresses, 
staymakers, weavers, milliners, or the colonists themselves. In British North America, various 
influences came together to create fashion. 
Fashion flowed across the Atlantic, originating in France, moving through London, and 
then outward to the colonies.246 These fashions spread by way of plates and images in selected 
publications such as the London periodical, The Ladies Magazine, which detailed the favorite 
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fashions of the season. Shopkeepers and dressmakers also displayed small figurines, referred to 
as “babys,” similar to contemporary mannequins, which wore the in-style fashions.247 These 
fashion prints and dolls educated the colonial elite through providing a model of what to wear. 
The mobility of these information mechanisms allowed fashion to diffuse far away from the 
urban seaports, moving into the countryside and even to the frontier.248 Most genteel residents in 
Britain and British North America lived in the country or rural areas. Due to the importance of 
clothing in establishing gentility, fashion needed to move into the interior. Restrictions of climate 
did mean that some fashions enjoyed by those in New England, like wigs or heavy woolens, did 
not appear as frequently in the Southern colonies. However, when possible, most attempted to 
follow the current fashion modes anyway. 
 The existence of fashion plates, dolls, and hairdressing manuals indicated that 
contemporaries kept up with fashion, as a part of an Atlantic identity in British North America. 
Merchants advertised items of clothing along with other types of luxury items in weekly papers. 
One such advertisement, issued by Boston shopkeeper Joseph Peirce featured imports from 
England and Scotland. Types of items included, “Flannels, Calamancoes, Velvets, Corduroy, 
Irish Linens, Callicoes, Muslins, and Silk…”249 Another notice from peruke-maker Simeon 
Thayer, located in Providence, Rhode Island, advertised “the following Sorts of Wigs, viz. Bag, 
Paste, Brigadier, Scratch, Dress, and Tye Wigs…”250 Mr. Thayer promised “the best and newest 
Fashion” due to his new London peruke-maker companion, a Mr. Michael Cummings, who 
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“undertakes to cut and dress Gentlemen and Ladies Hair, not only in after and the neatest and 
newest Manner and Mode, as practiced in London; but also to the full Content and Satisfaction 
of such Gentlemen and Ladies…”251 Considered together, these types of notices, for both goods 
and services, indicate that the appearance of gentility was purchasable. 
The procurement of gentility and its display was part of the “refinement of America,” and 
a “polite society.” These processes sustained themselves through the performance of genteel 
appearance and behaviors.252 Historian Richard Bushman describes some of these as “speech, 
dress, body carriage, and manners.”253 Since the eighteenth century was a period of conspicuous 
consumption due to a consumer revolution, the genteel as well as the non-genteel become more 
attached to material goods as a way of attaining refinement. To perform refinement and 
respectability, one needed to live in a nice home, engage in rituals such as polite conversation, 
and most importantly, wear fashionable clothing. Gentility depended on the replication and re-
enforcement of these mannerisms for its continuation. Because of the importance of consumption 
in performing gentility, and the need for the performance to continually repeat, these behaviors 
often occurred in the public sphere, ensuring their noticeability.   
A revolution in consumerism during the eighteenth century illustrated clothing’s 
increased availability and role in performing gentility. Participating in this “cult of commerce” 
was a large component of being British, which benefited the social status, role, and finances of 
merchants across the empire.254 Purchasing power rose, which some historians associate with a 
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developing middle class.255 Christina Hodge argues that the middle class allowed for the 
normalization of genteel values.256 Sources indicate that those in the middle developed the 
financial means to participate in consumption. 257 This allowed for the display of refinement, 
allowing them access to genteel circles, especially in the colonies.258 While a middling group of 
people did participate in consumerism, these “traders, professionals, (and) entrepreneurs” joined 
the ranks of the genteel because of their status as some of the wealthiest members of society, 
especially in the region of New England.259 
However, because of the greater availability of materials and the increased necessity to 
display refinement, gentility came under attack as immodest, leading to a backlash. Social 
commentators noted a rise in the consideration of excessive ornamentation upon dress as 
“fashionable.” While luxury in clothing grew, so did attempts to restrain it, or express gentility in 
a different manner. Therefore, throughout the second half of the eighteenth century, gentility’s 
appearance altered. Between 1750 and 1800, there were certain fashionable staples for genteel 
men and women’s clothing. For men, this was the three-piece suit which featured a jacket/coat, 
waistcoat/vest, and breeches.260 To complete the costume, men also wore buckled shoes, 
stockings, and a wig. Women wore a gown with an exposed internal petticoat, often with a 
visible stomacher and sometimes a mob cap, hair covering, or a hat. To be modest, these items of 
clothing needed to reflect gentility through fine fabric and quality and through minor, not 
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ostentatious, ornamentation. These genteel staples indicated the most fundamental differences 
between refined and non-genteel clothing, the focus on fashion over function. Those who worked 
with their hands needed clothing which would not hinder their work. The genteel, who 
constructed much of their time around leisure, did not have to worry about this, meaning that 
they could wear clothing that restricted movement.  
Traditionally working people had worn clothes that were “simpler, looser, and more 
functional in design.”261 Historically they were without any embellishments such as button holes, 
ruffles, bows and lace, and were often homespun from coarser fabrics of inferior quality.262 
Other significant differences included how while gentlemen wore breeches, working-class or 
laboring men wore trousers as they provided greater ease in movement.263 Working women 
generally did not wear a hoop, the fabric of her dress was simple, without the floral 
embellishments of colonial ladies, and their gowns were shorter, also to provide greater 
movement.264 However, the pervasiveness of consumption in the daily lives of those in British 
North America meant that working-people started to ignore the fashion vs. function divide. 
Wigs, are a great example of this change. By the 1740s, they became available to almost all 
Anglo-American men, stratifying into different styles for various professions.265 Wigmaker’s 
accommodation to a larger group of men, shows how the need to buy and performance gentility 
affected all. The continual reliance on wigs to demonstrate masculinity persisted throughout the 
last half of the eighteenth century. 
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Even during the road to the American Revolution, clothing continued in communicating 
social position and identity. Though importation became more expensive and items scarcer 
during the war, colonists kept accepting foreign goods due to a continuing desire to perform 
gentility as well as control the clothing of others.266 In Williamsburg, Virginia, “So important 
were inexpensive British woolens and linens to southern planters that some were loath to do 
without them, even in the face of growing hostility with Britain.”267 During the war, there were 
some shortages of imported goods, but by April 1776, “a policy of open ports and unrestricted 
foreign trade…(which) lasted until mid-1778,” brought items in from France directly to New 
England or indirectly through the West Indies, although trade with Britain became illegal.268 
After the wars’ end in 1783, American trade with Britain, “show(s) a sharp increase in imports 
into the new United States in 1784 to meet pent-up demand, but…fell off over the rest of the 
1780s to lower levels that had existed in the early 1770s…by the early 1790s, imports from 
Britain had reached about the same absolute levels as before the war…”269 The level of desire for 
luxury goods fluctuated, with visible interest during the war but a decrease after. Therefore, even 
a period of wartime did not de-emphasize interest in foreign goods and imports due to their 
importance in constructing a genteel performance in British North America. 
During the war, the consumer environment provided by this “revolution” in goods gave 
colonists a language that made personal, consumable choices into political statements.270 The 
action of the non-importation of British goods during the 1760s and 70s, allowed “the American 
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people to reinvent an entire political culture.”271 This argument of T. H. Breen has considerable 
merit, as non-importation or non-consumption of items such as tea and sugar illustrated the shift 
from a personal choice to a political statement. However, many colonists decided not to 
participate in non-importation. Political loyalties and choice/necessity led many to continue to 
desire imported goods provided by the British Atlantic. Data indicates a continued reliance on 
imported, British goods leading up to the years of revolution. Even though consumption 
developed into a political course for revolt, it was not universal. Rather, a reliance on imported 
luxury items, and thus a need to display gentility or virtue continued. 
The above adoption of cultural values, growth of trade, and the importance of 
consumption created a virtually unrecognizable New England compared to its seventeenth-
century version. It did not take long for the seeds of commercialism and regional markets to 
grow from the maritime economy and spread inland.272 Even though Puritan roots remained 
behind, contemporaries enthusiastically embraced trade and commerce. Because of these 
changes, during the eighteenth century, cities in colonial America transformed from small, 
primitive villages to prosperous cities with sophisticated systems of self-care.273 Immigrants and 
the impoverished swarmed into urban areas. Between the years 1630 to 1780, the population of 
the colony of Massachusetts increased by 200,000 people.274 As port cities grew in distinction 
and power, development into the frontier slowed down.275 Commerce increased the standard of 
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living, highlighting the social and fiscal divide between the genteel and non-genteel within cities 
such as Boston. 276 
Although colonial cities were full of promise, their physical structure emphasized social 
distinction.277 Many Bostonians without property lived behind shops where they worked, or in 
taverns and rented rooms, pushing the poor to live in hybrid commercial and residential 
neighborhoods.278 Thus, the more affluent areas of the city contrasted against the poorest living 
spaces, emphasizing the differences between the two. Those of higher social status tended to live 
in the surrounding communities of Roxbury, Cambridge, or Milton.279 Genteel homes within 
Boston decorated the south and west ends.280 This separation of neighborhoods and private space 
created a genteel mistrust of those outside of their circles.281 The wealthy held all of the 
important government and town positions, “entry into which was conditioned by commercial 
achievement and family background.”282 Even though mobile laborers made the economy of 
Boston viable and functional, they did not own a permanent residence or substantial property, 
and therefore did not have much representation. 
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During the 1750s and 60s, growing numbers of urban poor crowded into urban seaports 
and sometimes depended on assistance from almshouses.283 Boston doubled per capita 
expenditures on poor relief between 1740-1760, and doubled it again by 1775.284 Growing 
numbers of poor residents packed ever more tightly into certain areas of the city, sharply 
contrasting the spacious homes and splendid gardens of the refined.285 Cities could be unfriendly 
for the urban poor as genteel contemporaries in British society ridiculed the poor for a “lack of 
social graces.”286 The performance of gentility privileged the elite with awareness of how they 
appeared to others, meaning that amongst the genteel, their social status became even more 
crucial in the public sphere.287  
All of these factors, increased consumption, the perversion of gentilty, and the knowledge 
of passing aided through dress exposed concerns over trangressions to social boundaries. There 
is a whole body of literature about class panic, and most historians on costume during the 
eighteeth century highlight this ideal.288 During the eighteenth century, social commentary 
stressed that the genteel must follow modest dress. If readers followed this advice, they would 
discover pretenders. An anecdote in the London publication of the Gentleman’s Magazine, later 
printed in a 1752 edition of The Boston Evening Post, stressed that “it must be confessed worthy 
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of our attention, to consider how we may preserve a just decorum in dress, and avoid everything 
but may bring upon ourselves the imputation of indecency, singularity, or profuseness.”289 Such 
intentions cautioned people to look out for those who had not earned their clothing. By earned, 
they meant being born to the correct layer of society. To counteract this, the magazine offered 
this advice: “Of a promiscuous use of fine clothes be countenanced, who, that is really deserving 
of our reverence, can be distinguished from the prostrate and base born miscreant, that lies in 
wait to deceive under the guise of a noble garb.”290 Commentators asked serious questions, such 
as how to protect daughters, women, and the weaker minded from ill-intentioned charlatans, 
disguised in genteel clothing.  
This fear and anxiety led to a belief in the need for social control involving the restriction 
or regulation of dress. The sentiment reflecting the problem of passing and imposture is also 
visible in a hairdressing manual featured in Chapter 2. James Stewart’s publication, Plocacosmos 
noted that: 
So motley a thing is good company that many people, without birth, rank, and merit, 
intrude into it, by their own forwardness, and others get into it, by the protection of some 
considerable person, in this fashionable good company. The best manners, and the purest 
language are most unquestionably to be learned; for they establish, and gave the ton (the 
latest fashion), to both what are called language and manners...291 
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This manual, published in 1781, illustrates an awareness of “many people” penetrating rings of 
genteel society. Here, an understood belief dictated that the non-deserving could learn and 
therefore possibly replicate genteel mannerisms. Therefore, it became more and more necessary 
for the genteel to protect their societal position. 
The re-emphasis of the superiority of the genteel became a chosen method of defense in 
the re-clarification of social division. This model of natural and biological supremacy re-iterated 
ideas about the transcendence of the genteel body, which immodest fashion choices could not 
overwhelm. For example, a 1775 essay in the Westminster Magazine described that: 
A handsome woman and a genteel man may wear and do anything with impunity in the 
Circle of Fashion; but how very absurd do these garments look, when hung upon a little 
black crooked woman; or on a fat, short squash of a fellow, who with a waist to his coat 
below his rump, and a hat not so big as his hand, looks like a Jack-Pudding come to 
entertain the world with the absurdities of the Wardrobe!292 
 
Here the genteel are described as inherently different than the nongenteel. The nongenteel body, 
which was naturally crooked, bent, and misshapen prevented the proper wearing and thus effect 
of fine clothing. The genteel body, more natural, virtuous, and touched by modesty, allowed for 
an appreciation of any visible pleasantness of clothing, despite whether commentators agreed on 
its appropriateness. This anecdote and others like it illustrated the relationship between dress and 
the body. However, because of fluctuating categories of natural and artificial, society started to 
question the justification of the genteel/non-genteel hierarchy. Clothing specifically aided in the 
deconstruction of this dichotomy. Not only did the visual effect of clothing blur normal 
distinctions, but its physical composition did as well. For example, some fabrics, such as cheaper 
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wools clothed slaves, as well as poor Anglo-Americans meaning that the physical properties of 
clothing erased distinctions between societal groups that were usually clear. 293 Because clothing 
contributed to these unstable categorizations of identity, its policing and control, as well as a re-
emphasis on the role of modesty in gentility, grew more necessary than ever. 
Because of modesty’s importance as a feature of gentility, its absence led to a war on 
clothing’s new, more luxurious direction first noted during the 1740s with commentary on the 
hoop-petticoat. Publications highlighted the necessity of dressing according to one’s station. This 
sentiment is further echoed in “Thoughts upon Dress,” a 1775 essay in Lady’s Magazine; or 
Entertaining Companion for the Fair Sex described: 
People should always consider their situation and fortune. Persons of rank may take 
liberties in dress, that others would be highly condemned for : they are above the reach of 
insults from the vulgar, who are sure to affront every one they dare, whom they see 
dressed in any thing which they cannot even ape : and I have known people, even of very 
large fortune, who were in trade, laughed at by those who were equally ridiculous in 
respect to their own dress, but looked upon themselves as privileged, I suppose, from 
possessing an equal share of arrogance, self-sufficiency, and assurance, as birth and 
fortune…I must not forget the present ridiculous mode of dress amongst our fantastical 
females, I mean that detestable and filthy fashion of wearing a load of false hair, and 
added to that an equal quantity of wool, which is mattered together by an infinite quantity 
of grease and powder, which, is spite of the elegant appearance of this composition of 
filth, cannot fail of creating some lively ideas to a squeamish stomach, which, I fear, 
often turns out to the disadvantage of the wearer. But yet they still persist in this 
enormous folly, in spite of the daily detestation, which is expressed by the very men 
before whom they endeavor to appear amiable.294 
 
Here there are several items of note. First, the essay reminds its readers to always consider 
situation and fortune: to assess one’s place in the social hierarchy when dressing. Second, the 
higher an individual’s rank, the more they could ignore these suggestions. This connects to 
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earlier assertions of the ability of the genteel to wear whatever they would like. Possession of a 
versatility in fashion came from not only the natural superiority of the genteel body, but also 
because the refined believed themselves above ridicule, as the top-ranking members of society. 
Next, the passage indicates an attempt to describe differences between the traditionally genteel 
and newly able participators in consumption, or those involved in trade. Tradesmen, an example 
of new money, especially in the region of New England, benefitted greatly from the increased 
consumption of the eighteenth century. Because of foundational ideas about what made a person 
genteel, many grew uncomfortable about the presence of the newly refined. Finally, the essay 
comments on the trend of false hair, and the pomatums and powders used to make the head and 
hair more fashionable and presentable. These actions indicated a lack of modesty in clothing. 
Because of its perceived disregard for modesty, mothers warned their daughters about keeping to 
their station, staying away from “filthy fashion.”295 
Due to their recognized positionality as the weaker sex, women particularly needed to 
stay away from fashion. Therefore, women received criticism for their attempts in fashion often. 
One such critique on the over-ornamentation of the female body appeared as an essay, published 
in 1760, titled “Of Female Ornaments.” It indicated how when “the fair sex,” ornamented 
themselves to achieve a modest display, they often went too far. For example: 
Women have supposed that art might aid nature, and that their charms might derive new 
lustre from such assistance: In this they are not mistaken: ornaments employed with skill, 
display beauty to the best advantage; but they seem in general to abuse the succor they 
borrow from art…When they have found that a little ornament improved their beauty, 
they concluded, that by multiplying those ornaments, they should still, more and more, 
augment their charms. In consequence of this mistaken opinion, they have loaded 
themselves with ornaments of all sorts: besides jewels and embroidery, ribbands, lace, 
furbelows, and pinking, have been lavishly spread over all parts of their dress: even 
flowers and feathers; nay, all productions of nature; have either been disposed or imitated 
in different parts of their attire. Silks of all colours are made up with a profusion carried 
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to great excess, and to prevent it requires as much silk to rove two ladies, as to hang a 
salloon.296  
 
Thus, the commodification of nature and the ability to display it led to an excessive abundance of 
genteel beauty, and therefore the absence of modesty. Because of this assumption, the author 
argued that “…the charms of their person are entirely buried under this encumbered 
apparel…disguises the regularity of their features, and their shape is totally hidden within a vast 
circumference of drapery: so that in short, properly speaking, the whole woman is lost, and we 
see nothing left but the fantastic frippery of her attire.”297 Due to the destabilization of 
nature/artifice, contemporaries tried to reaffirm gentility through display and therefore, 
consequently took away from their own naturalness. The quest to display gentility through 
correcting social imbalances thus became misguided. The author finishes with: 
It would be well, if women would have more confidence in their native charms, and less 
in those little stratagems of lust. All these petty graces, which they put on at their 
looking-glasses, are inconsiderable in comparison to those with which nature has 
endowed them. All those ornaments in which they are so curious, do not augment their 
power of attraction, and often destroys it. Jewels, embroidery, and rich silks, add nothing 
to their beauty; they only serve to distract our attention, and render her more 
disagreeable, who has no native attractive…It is a pity that women will not be sensible, 
that nature has been at the expence of adorning them, and scarce left them any thing to 
improve. Let them rely on the methods of pleasing, which they derive from nature, and 
they will find those means the surest...In this age a general magnificence confound the 
one with the other, in external appearance; but manners, language, and sentiment, will 
always establish real distinctions, which can never be destroyed. 298 
 
Here again, is a rejection of baubles and ornaments, described as artificial and thus more 
appropriate for the morally corrupt. Sensibility and an over-excess of display did not go hand in 
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hand. Women instead needed to rely on their natural graces. However, as convincing as some 
may have found this argument it continually appeared for the next twenty to thirty years, 
emphasizing that it did not immediately take.  
The importance of modesty reappeared in a 1771 essay in the London publication Town 
& Country Magazine, titled, “Of Propriety with regard to dress,” reiterating the importance of 
displaying modesty through clothing. 299 Within it, the author included several comments to 
highlight how inappropriate dressing occurred throughout all designations of society. The first 
reads:  
“Old D------n, who thrusts his wrinkled front into every public place, who thinks he can 
never appear like a gentleman without lace or embroidery, and who strains his few locks, 
all grey ones, into a despicable queue, most assuredly dresses with a striking impropriety. 
By wearing plain cloaths, and by covering his half-bald head with a decent wig, he would 
gain that respect which is due to age, and which is generally paid to people advanced in 
years whenever they appear, if they do not discover a violent propensity to look 
young.”300 
 
In addition, the author remarks upon a Mrs. B-----l who: 
 
…carries her furrowed face to any spot dedicated to gaiety, is an exquisite companion to 
the above-mentioned old gentleman, as she makes herself full as ridiculous by her lofty 
disregard of propriety. The staring quantity of crimson ribbons about her head and neck, 
and her immense cap, Olympus high, sufficiently prove her passion for juvenility, and at 
the same time extort the severest raillery from every girl before whom she assumes airs 
and graces, which render her more alarmingly ridiculous. And yet Mrs. B-----1 is an 
enviable creature with all her frightfulness: for she has so comfortable a share of vanity, 
that she really thinks herself the object of universal admiration, tho she, by disfiguring 
herself, in order to appear in an alluring light, is universally despised, and very frequently 
affronted.301 
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In the first anecdote, the author describes the man in non-flattering terms. He is an elderly 
gentleman, whose characterization of having a “wrinkled front” adds a sourness to his demeanor. 
However, his desire to always wear lace and embroidery made him even more disagreeable. The 
presence of such additives to his appearance demonstrates a belief in an over-emphasis of dress. 
In addition, he managed to squeeze what little hair he has into a queue, causing him to look 
reprehensible. As an older person, the author believed that he deserves respect, but will not 
receive it simply because of his dress. His overzealousness in keeping up with fashion caused 
him to forget him place. 
 As “an exquisite companion” a woman accompanying him, also followed the 
ridiculousness of fashions. By deciding to wear her hair decorated with ribbons, a cap, and 
dressed high upon the head, she engaged in over-the-top fashion she lost all propriety. The 
author also noted an interesting paradox in the woman’s appearance. Through his eyes, the 
woman appeared unsightly and ridiculous, but she believed that she looks refined. So, while she 
possessed great confidence, her clothing disfigured her natural shape, causing those who observe 
her to feel repelled. Anecdotes such as these indicated an importance to dress correctly and 
again, modestly. Another essay in the Hibernian Magazine in 1777 dedicated to “propriety in 
dress” noted that: 
Propriety in dress requires that it should be suited to the shape, condition, and age of the 
persons. All disproportion should be avoided; it is contrary to propriety, and consists 
either in an excess of neatness, which is the error of vanity and self-love, or in too much 
negligence, the fault of lazy and idle persons, who are naturally slovenly and 
dirty…Conform to the fashion, and avoid the two extremes of affectation and negligence; 
be not the first to follow, nor the last to forsake it; retrench the luxury of dress, and 
reduce it within the bounds of moderation; this will impress an idea of your virtue and 
good sense.302 
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Here again, the editors of the magazine provided the same advice. Contemporaries 
acknowledged an unclear, fuzzy line of distinction between natural and artificial, or genteel and 
non-genteel. Contemporaries must be careful of being too neat and then being in “negligence.” 
Incorrect approaches to achieving propriety in dress included trying too hard and not trying at all. 
Similar advice appeared in the aforementioned “Thoughts on Dress” in the Lady’s Magazine; or 
Entertaining Companion. It instructed readers to: 
…never be the first in the fashion, and when you do conform to it, let it be in the most 
moderate degree; and, even in this, much depends; first, on the situation a person is 
placed in ; secondly, their fortune ; and thirdly, their own persons are to be considered : 
for a beautiful woman will not be so much condemned for entering into the extravagancy 
of fashion, as a plain or deformed women would be. But the essential point in dress is to 
consider what is really and truly becoming…In a woman, it is certainly allowable to 
ornament her person, especially if she is young and handsome. A judicious choice in 
dress sets off her personal charms: but in a plain or deformed woman, it is more than 
ridiculous it is disgustful; it shews a weakness that is unpardonable…Even those who are 
allowed to be proper objects for dress, should be particularly careful in the choice of their 
ornaments; never to wear any thing in imitation of things of value, such as shining 
ornaments, which are daily purchased by the vulgar, as false stones, bugles, &c, and also 
too great a variety of colours; leave these to strolling players, and to women whose trade 
it is to catch the eye; they are the allurements and trappings of a harlot.303 
 
The essay emphasized the importance of modesty and moderate styles in dress. Here again, the 
argument that fashion should follow the physical characteristics reappeared. It also reaffirmed 
the idea or belief of the superiority of the genteel body.  
So, while commentators noted that ornamentations in fashion improved the overall 
countenance and charms of the female form, they faulted women for going too far in creating 
representations of nature for new appearances. This disconnect lay in the foundations of the 
natural and its relationship to the genteel body. Contemporaries needed to reflect modesty in 
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dress, but someone with fortune had the option of greater selectivity in what they wore. Although 
the writer uses the terms of “beautiful” and “plain” or “deformed,” they were merely 
euphemisms for genteel and non-genteel. Compared to the non-genteel body, the genteel was 
more perfect and therefore beautiful. This quest in policing dress to reclaim and extract gentility 
from its over-commodified state led to changes in fashion and its display. However, without a 
clear definition of where the line between natural and artificial lay, writers critiqued women’s 
efforts through genteel attempts to correct the “problem.” 
These blurred boundaries between natural and artificial, which bled into genteel 
costuming, created new forms of satire in print and drawing. Some felt these new styles, and 
those who wore them (characters such as Macaronis304) were over the top and sensational. Still, 
others believed ostentatious dress represented French sentiments, not English. These types of 
figures, who satirists characterized as fops and dandies had influence that “was so far-reaching 
that the extravagances of their dress were even adopted by young lawyers and doctors.”305  
Several prints produced during the 1760s and 70s illustrated these changes. Well-known 
satirical London printer Matthew Darly, made collections of what he called “caricatures and 
characters.” These included displays of fashion, which he and others found amusing. His 1777 
print, “Fruit Stall,” [fig. 20] shows the side profile of a woman hosting a fruity still-life in her 
hair.306 Melons act as the rolls of the hair, pears and bunches decorate the sides and a large 
pineapple basket of peaches crests at the top. Another print from 1777, titled “The Flower 
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Garden” [fig. 21] shows the side profile of a woman with a massive coiffure and a plotted garden 
on the crest of the head.307 The south end of the garden sports a small gate and a gentleman 
visitor while the north a gazebo. Large rose and flower vines ornament the rest of the hair. Such 
prints indicated the amusing character that extreme styles of hairdressing gained by the latter half 
of the eighteenth century. Here artists used nature to illustrate a created, artificial construct of 
false hair promoting gentility. The commodification of nature thus supported the 
commodification of gentility, prompting an over-abundance of “refined” display. 
An essay titled, the “Genteel Disease,” appearing in a 1781 London publication of Town 
& Country Magazine, specifically spoke on this overindulgence of refinement. 308 A symptom of 
this disease was a “genteel mania” in which people dressed in a manner above their position.309 
This “mania” permeated all areas of society. The essay further remarked that the disease blurred 
distinctions and “promot(ed) a leveling principle.”310 The “genteel disease” caused ordinary 
people to forget their place. Without modesty, gentility became unanchored, losing all propriety. 
It morphed into a fad, thus prompting those unworthy to participate. As a result:  
To do the genteel thing, to wear a genteel thing, a genteel method of education, a genteel 
way of becoming either a knave or bankrupt, has ruined as many once worthy families as 
a plague or a civil war, and rooted out of this country more real virtues, than can be 
replanted for many centuries.311 
 
The author suggests that gentility is not a “real virtue,” emphasizing a separation between the 
two characteristics, identifying the first as a social evil. Gentility, which had swayed too much 
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toward luxury and debauchery, could destroy families. Without modesty, gentility became 
destructive and unnatural, thus artificial and empty. The loss of modesty directly connected to 
the newfound ability to acquire gentility, prompting the loss of its naturalness. A re-emphasis 
upon modesty could make gentility natural again. A modest character firmly rested on displaying 
virtue and sense through a moderate pursuit of fashion.312 Because of this recognition, modesty 
needed to be returned to the genteel through the control of clothing. 313  
 Therefore, those who contracted the “genteel disease” through its most defining 
symptom, clothing, received growing jibes and hostility. They detracted from the mission of 
retrieving modesty for the genteel by promoting its commodification and its presence as a fad. 
An anecdote in the Boston Magazine on October 1, 1783, titled “Fashion’s the word!” described, 
“the many awkward fantastical and ridiculous figures, I daily observe in the streets of this great 
metropolis (Boston) of both sexes, give me no great reason to imagine good sense, propriety, and 
discernment…”314 In it, the author followed some different women, remarking on their 
appearance as follows: 
I met a young lady a few days ago, not taller than myself, that is, in other words, under 
four feet ten inches, with a hoop as wide, if not wider, than she was high; my readers 
need not be informed she was a preposterous figure. The same morning I followed 
another lady with her hair hanging near half way down her back, and so plastered with 
pomatum and powder, as to be in the view of every discerning man, both ridiculous and 
disgusting. A third lady I met, not long afterwards, in Cornhill, with her face painted too 
plainly not to be discovered at first sight, and her demeanour too affected not to be taken 
notice of, even on passing by. In short, the many awkward fanatastical and ridiculous 
figures, I daily observe in the streets of this great metropolis, of both sexes, give me no 
great reason to imagine, good-sense, propriety, and discernment, have the smallest share 
in setting, off the persons, or adjusting the dress of either ladies or gentlemen, in the 
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present day, but the goddess Fashion, is indiscriminately worshipped by all parties, both 
young old and, without distinction…315 
 
Here are several different characters, who by participating in fashionable trends, became 
spectacles and are described as “fantastical and ridiculous.” The first woman’s dress disfigures 
the natural proportions of her body so much that the author describes her as particularly 
unsightly. The second woman placed so many additives in her hair, that she also appeared 
frightful, all in the pursuit of a natural look. Finally, the third women properly followed fashion, 
thus achieving modesty. Despite the presence of the last example, the “genteel disease” clearly 
spread throughout the city of Boston. 
 The ability of certain items or rituals to affect social boundaries formed a large part of the 
problem that commentators had with the “genteel disease.” Literature and commentary noted 
how particular items of costume changed and then reflected a person’s diminished capacity. As 
apparent from the above anecdote, the hoop-petticoat and hair were some of these.316 George 
Alexander Stevens and Edward Beetham’s Lecture on Heads toured various cities and towns in 
Britain, also appearing as publications for consumption. They lampooned the transformative 
power of wigs, and head coverings, mocking the relationship between social stratification and 
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clothing.317 Stevens remarked that “Wigs, as well as books, are furniture for the head, and both 
wigs, and books, are sometimes equally voluminous.”318 A collection of pamphlets detailing the 
“lives” of characters such as “Tom the Brainless” and “Dick Hairbrain” penned by John 
Trumbull and published in New Haven, Connecticut in 1775, titled, The Progress of Dulness, 
showcased how a preoccupation with fashion could actually change the intellect of a person.319 
The practice of overornamenting the hair, detracted from the people who did it. In 
discussing the use of feathers in headdresses, an essay in a 1775 London publication commented: 
So, because some very beautiful and elegant women have plumed themselves on this 
dress, we see every Citizen’s wife and daughter feathered out in a like style: nay, the very 
servants pursue the Fashion ; and I am not told, that the wings of Geese, which used to be 
kept to dust the house, are converted into ornaments for the heads of the Cooks and the 
House-maids. It is amazing how an innovation in the mode of Dress can occasion such 
extraordinary and extravagant demands for the different commodities.320 
 
Again, the terminology of “beautiful and elegant” referenced those of the genteel class. The 
author notes how even servants sought to place the feathers of birds in their hair to keep up with 
fashion. The ridiculousness of this trend receives emphasis through the transformation of goose 
feathers from once dusting the house to now appearing on the heads of “cooks” and 
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“housemaids.” Critiques continually demonstrated the power of clothing and fashion trends to 
blur social boundaries. 
  Men’s hair also received criticism in addition to women’s. The eighteenth-century man 
wore a wig. Wigs in themselves changed substantially over the second half of the eighteenth 
century. By the 1740s, they became smaller and more accessible to all, so much so that, “all 
except the lowest classes wore wigs of some kind.”321 As an important component of masculinity 
and of genteel costume overall, gentlemen had contracts with wigmakers to make sure they 
remained in fashion.322 Because wigs, like other items of clothing, became more available during 
the eighteenth century, they eroded social distinctions. Wigmakers harvested the hair of women, 
not of the male wig-wearer, to make the wig. Therefore, wigs physically represented the blurring 
of contrasts between people, thus contributing to the flimsiness of social boundaries.323 
As an essential part of the overall costume for eighteenth-century Anglo-American and 
British men, wigs composed a large part of the performance of modesty and gentility. Hair 
differs from other parts of the body, as people can sculpt and remove it without causing 
irreparable harm. Hair functioned as a bridge between nature and culture, becoming critical in 
“self-fashioning performance.”324 Because hair grows from the body, ultimately produced by 
nature, but shaped by cultural ideas, the idea of a bridge demonstrates how hair helps connect 
and illustrate these fluctuating constructs of nature and artifice functioned as a social expression. 
Hairdressers understood their role in shaping hair through a fusion of art and science, thus 
connecting nature and culture together, described in Chapter 2. The wig, as a culturally 
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recognized artificial construct, only added an additional layer of complexity to the understanding 
of hair. 
During its popularity, the wig traversed genteel boundaries. Commentary on the scratch 
wig, introduced in Chapter 2, appeared during the latter half of the eighteenth century and into 
the nineteenth. It became popular due to its representation of a return to modesty. 
Contemporaries consistently connected it to an English identity. The Town and Country 
Magazine in 1773 claimed in “An English Macaroni at Paris,” that “An English man may assure 
himself, that he will be better looked upon in a scratch wig and a riding-frock, than by outreing 
the Parisian fashions…”325 Fashion from the continent, which contemporaries systemically 
identified as too luxurious, had corrupted the gentility. Gentry and high ranking members of 
society also wore the wig. Listed under “Domestic Intelligence” in The Gentleman’s and London 
Magazine in 1779, the Lord Chancellor, although not named, “was pressed in Long Acre, as he 
was walking, buttoned up, as usual in his old nasty grey frock, slouched hat, and scratch-wig.”326 
Therefore, the use of the scratch wig, already debated upon due to its unique positionality within 
the nature/artifice dichotomy, transcended up into the genteel classes by the 1770s.  
Initially, contemporaries did not associate the scratch wig with gentility. For example, a 
piece written for London’s, Town and Country Magazine in 1776, titled “An Extraordinary 
Character,” told the tale of a Sir George Contrast whose “French valet de Chambre is supposed 
to be one of the best striseurs in Europe, nevertheless he shaves himself and has his brown 
scratch wig, unacquainted with power, combed out by a two-penny barber, as the French have no 
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idea of bob wigs.” 327 In this example, even though this gentleman has access to a Frenchman to 
take care of his grooming needs, he instead opts to wear the scratch wig, indicating a genteel 
embrace of it. Thus, the genteel adoption of the scratch wig indicates not only the ability of 
certain items of clothing to transgress social boundaries, but also the redefinition of nature due to 
the successful attempt to reclaim gentility as their own. By claiming the scratch wig for 
themselves, the “naturalness” attached to the wig, thus also adhered to gentility. In 1785, Abigail 
Adams who was accompanying her husband, John Adams the ambassador to Britain, in London, 
wrote home to her son, John Quincy. In her letter dated Wednesday, July 20, she described the 
behavior of King George III in that “He shaves himself also, as he asserts, and sometimes wears 
his scratch Wig to the Levee, so much for His Majesty.”328 
By the 1790s in America, even though some new fashions emerged along with the birth 
of the United States, gentility expressed through clothing still had an important place in society. 
It continued to reinforce “the established order,” although it “dropped to a lower level and 
separated the middle class from the workers and marginal people.”329 Arguments about gentility 
and its overly emphasized presence in American society continued to rage during the decade as 
part of the “competing versions of republicanism…mapped onto positions concerning the French 
Revolution and the conflict between France and England.”330 Refinement in America continued 
with the use of costume, but the genteel instead used it in a republican society, which “held out 
the hope of elevation from ordinary existence into an exalted society of superior beings. That 
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promise and hope, rooted in the memory of a forbidden old regime, gave gentility its 
strength.”331 Therefore, with the new position of the United States in relationship to Britain and 
the rest of the Atlantic community, clothing continued to function as a principle expression of 
gentility and prestige, whose appropriateness was debated into the early years of the new 
republic. 
 All in all, conversations in print, appearing between the decades of the 1750s-1790s, 
indicated the importance of clothing in society. Because of its greater availability, clothing as an 
indicator of status became unreliable. Defunct sumptuary laws, which no longer policed the 
border of what people could wear, meant that it fell to society to correct this problem through 
some form of reinforcement. The best way to do this was to identify the most natural 
components of gentility and Englishness and defend it by commenting on expressions of 
clothing. These two conversations in print media revolved around the preservation of modesty 
and virtue, ideals fully attached to the genteel. Contemporaries were never clear on where the 
line between natural and artificial lay, so, in the eye of social commentators, they always 
overstepped and overcorrected. This meant that reactions to over-ornamentation and to fashion in 
general, continued to progress, despite attempts to stop it. An obsession with rescuing modesty 
and infusing it back into gentility appears consistently throughout the decades. The absence of 
modesty, and its disconnection from gentility specifically evolved from the development of an 
Atlantic consciousness, which had already unmoored the balance and categories of nature and 
artifice. Through the defense of the categories, both the genteel and the non-genteel initiated the 
destabilization of social divisions, generally justified through the stability of natural and 
artificial. 
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CHAPTER 4: MONSTROUS EXAMPLES OF TRANSGRESSIVE DRESSING 
 
Newspapers, pamphlets, and broadsides were common in the public sphere throughout 
the British North Atlantic between 1750-1800. Notices and warnings concerning strangers, 
strollers, transients, vagabonds, and villains abounded. These shadowy deceivers pretended their 
way right into the homes of the genteel, causing great concern. Masqueraders used dress to 
disguise themselves and their intentions. Ideas presented in Chapters 2 and 3 illustrate the great 
fluctuation of styles in clothing which directly correlated with conflicting ideas about what made 
something natural and artificial. Throughout the eighteenth century increasing numbers of 
unmoored people migrated to and from urban and rural areas. These newcomers came without 
their pasts, and they too were able to construct new identities prompting increased anxiety. These 
fears and unreliability in identity directly stemmed from cases of individuals who purposefully 
dressed to trick and deceive. These manifestations, specific examples of transgressive dressing, 
symbolized an unnatural, social monster for the eighteenth-century British North Atlantic. Each 
case represented the consequences of the commodification of gentility through the normalization 
of refined dress. The greater availability of clothing meant that its representation became 
unreliable. However, the genteel continued to have faith in their ability to identify a non-genteel 
imposter.332 Therefore, to safeguard and protect gentility’s former reliability, they attempted to 
control fashionable trends, and police the behavior of the non-genteel.  
                                                 
332 For more see: Stephen J. Bullock, "A Mumper among the Gentle: Tom Bell, Colonial Confidence Man," The 
William and Mary Quarterly 55:2 (April 1998): 231-258; Jonathan Prude, “To Look upon the “Lower Sort”: Runaway 
Ads and the Appearance of Unfree Laborers in America, 1750-1800,” The Journal of American History 78 (June 
1991), 124-159, accessed March 14, 2014, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2078091; Jonathan Prude, “To Look upon 
the “Lower Sort”: Runaway Ads and the Appearance of Unfree Laborers in America, 1750-1800,” The Journal of 
American History 78 (June 1991), 124-159, accessed March 14, 2014, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2078091; 
Thomas Kidd, “Passing as a Pastor: Clerical Imposture in the Colonial Atlantic World,” Religion and American 
Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 14 (Summer, 2004), accessed December 1, 2015,  
 http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/rac.2004.14.2.149. 
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Because of the complexity of genteel performance, the refined believed that, in the end, 
only they had the ability to illustrate refinement correctly. This belief was so powerful that it 
trumped the understanding of clothing’s newfound unreliability in communicating social cues. 
The genteel gained overconfidence in their ability to spot a fake, often preventing them from 
immediately seeing social cues and indicators of deception. Therefore, their inflated sense of 
superiority prevented the most principle conceptions about themselves and their distinctiveness, 
from working. This paradox, coupled with the knowledge that they could never catch or visualize 
all pretenders, meant that a cycle of anxiety and fear became continuous. The genteel constructed 
strangers, liars, pretenders, and imposters into amorphous ideas as wolves in sheep’s clothing. 
The temporary elation of capture and punishment directly led to increased feelings of concern, 
creating a pattern.  Transgressive dressers only contributed to the further unreliability of 
clothing. Runaways, imposters, frauds, and strangers, through their performances, only plausible 
due to the medium of dress, represented the destabilization of gentility, and thus nature. 
An example of a dangerous stranger appeared in an advertisement posted out of Ipswich, 
Massachusetts in the Essex Gazette on Nov. 22, 1769. It warned of an individual, who called 
himself Dr. John Jones. In its entirety, the advertisement read: 
These are to desire the Youth of this Land to beware to lying in Bed and sleeping with a 
certain filthy Vagrant, who, by all Account, has destroyed the Health, if not the 
Reputation, of a Number of hopeful young Men, (sometime since in the County of 
Hampshire, and more lately in the County of Essex, where he has been strolling about for 
these seven or eight Months last past) and commuting to them the venereal Disease, 
which he attempts, by unnatural and detestable Practices, why they are in a deep Sleep, so 
that he may impart the destructive Venom before they are enough awake to make proper 
Resistance. 
 
He calls himself Dr. John Jones, says he has owned Land, and lived at Westfield, 
Granville, &c. pretends to be a Preacher, and to have been a settled Minister, ---
sometimes wears a black calamanco Gown, and a ministerial Band---a blue serge Cloak, 
with a black cloth Cape to ---a black strait-bodied Coat---and sometimes a plaid Gown, 
lined with red Baize---of late, a gray Wig, and a gross Number of Rings on his Fingers. 
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He has a Blemish in one of his Eyes, and a deep Gash in his Head, which he says he 
received in the Time of War, from an Indian’s Tomahawk, at the Westward: Pretends he 
is craz’d at Times, occasioned, as he says, by a young Woman: dying in Love for him. He 
makes and sings, off a Hand, Songs on Various Subjects; and many are so impertinent as 
to give him Money for his doggrel Stuff. It is said he had a good Deal of Money given 
him for singing at the last Concord Court, and the last Court at Newbury-Port. He was at 
Salem in the Time of the sitting of the Superior Court, the present Month.333  
 
The advertisement contains quite a few layers: the importance of geographic location and 
physical migration, clothing, and behavior. Dr. Jones roamed between the counties of Hampshire 
and Essex in Massachusetts. Hampshire County is in the western half of the former colony, home 
to the towns of Amherst and Northampton. Almost 150 miles to the east lies Essex County, north 
of Boston, home to Salem, Marblehead, and of course, Ipswich. This distance between 
destinations marks Dr. Jones as a transient person who wandered around internally in 
Massachusetts. The advertisement describes him as “strolling.” Strolling, in an eighteenth-
century context referred to someone who was, “wandering, roving, itinerant,” or also, “an actor 
of a low class, who wanders about the county, giving performances in temporary buildings or 
hired rooms.”334 Contemporaries viewed strolling as a dangerous activity, not only because of 
the acting, since actors were understood as “undesirables” during the eighteenth century, but 
because of the threat that wandering presented to those who lived throughout British North 
America.  
 The late eighteenth century saw an increase in migration for several reasons. Because of 
the prosperity of larger cities such as Boston, individuals moved from rural villages to seek 
work. The geographic distribution of people and access to anonymity in British North America 
                                                 
333 Essex Gazette, November 28, 1769, Newsbank/Readex: America’s Historical Newspapers, Document Number: 
1089D3290E6AC3F0 (accessed September 9, 2014). 
334 "strolling, adj.". OED Online. December 2016. Oxford University Press. 
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meant that some could meander back and forth between communities, without firmly rooting 
down.335 By the eighteenth century, Massachusetts farming families with multiple sons knew that 
all but the eldest had to leave and settle elsewhere.336 A greater population then contributed to a 
“process of migration, resettlement, stability of residence, and re-migration”337 Greater 
populations of urban poor, as well as wanderers, only grew after the conclusion of the Seven 
Years’ War. One historian describes this process as: “Just as one theory in the Middle Ages held 
that haystacks generated mice spontaneously, so the process of urbanization appears to have 
created poor people.”338 Their increasing numbers, many of whom individually needed 
assistance through almshouses, created a threat to those of a high social standing. The genteel 
could not know the intentions of transients. This fear only grew with the occurrence of cases 
such as Dr. Jones. 
Dr. Jones wore expensive clothing to fool people into trusting him. The newspaper’s 
characterization paints him as well-dressed, suggesting someone in the upper echelons of society. 
All three of types of fabrics on his person listed were woolens.339 Since Britain had almost sole 
control over the wool production and manufacturing, they were almost exclusively made in 
                                                 
335 Many scholars of Colonial America agree that due to the vastness of Colonial America, the frontier, and the 
inconsistency of communications, that for many, it became easier to blend in or invent new personas in different 
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336 Philip J. Greven, Four Generations: Population, Land, and Family in Colonial Andover, Massachusetts (Ithaca, 
New York: Cornell University Press, 1970), 258. 
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Britain, and shipped across the Atlantic. The rest of his ensemble characterizes him as wealthy or 
as a member of high society. Despite his elegant appearance, the advertisement warned that Dr. 
Jones was an imposter. Therefore, he symbolized the epitome of a charlatan, which is what 
contemporaries in the mid-to-late eighteenth century British North Atlantic feared. This only 
becomes clearer in looking at the rest of his physical appearance, and his actions. 
He also appears to be a serial liar. A series of imperial wars during the early-to-mid 
eighteenth century, including the Seven Years War, had dumped a significant number of 
incapacitated or alcoholic former soldiers as well as war widows, orphans, and cripples into 
urban centers, contributing to the transiency problem.340 Jones claims that he received his 
physical wounds during wartime, marking him as possibly one of these individuals. The 
advertisement implies the improbability of these claims, so there is no certainty on whether Jones 
was telling the truth. The accusations leveled against him show his untrustworthiness. He 
survived on falsehoods, making money by spilling tales about a lost love and publicly singing, 
first, in Concord and then in Newbury-port. Middlesex County is to the southwest of Essex and 
is home to Cambridge, Massachusetts, and Harvard College, just across the Charles River from 
Boston. The oddities and quirks of Dr. Jones are thus only further highlighted, with the 
accusations of predatory behavior to young men. 
Masquerading as a genteel member of society, Jones used clothing to get what he wanted 
from young men and to gain access to a more refined manner of life. The word “ministerial” 
refers to his actions of pretending to “…be a Preacher, and to have been a settled minister.”341 
Ministers and Preachers promoted morality, modesty, and virtue. Due to the Puritan foundations 
                                                 
340 Alan Taylor, American Colonies: The Settling of North America (Penguin Books, 2001), 308. 
341 Essex Gazette, November 28, 1769, Newsbank/Readex: America’s Historical Newspapers, Document Number: 
1089D3290E6AC3F0, accessed September 9, 2014. 
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of society as well as the First Great Awakening just fifteen-twenty years prior, members of 
Anglo-British North American society revered and respected them. More than likely, Dr. Jones 
used this disguise to gain the good graces of those he wished to prey upon. All in all, Jones 
functions as the perfect allegory to illustrate some of the extreme types of individuals which 
posed a clear threat to polite society. The genteel knew that others like Dr. Jones also presented a 
risk. Jones made his way back and forth between western and eastern Massachusetts, 
demonstrating the existence of transiency. Dr. Jones and others similar to him destabilized 
performance of gentility. This pronounced dependency on the display of decadence thus created 
an unreliability in formerly used methods of socially identifying members of society. 
 This behavior marked Dr. Jones as a potential sodomite and an individual to fear. Good 
Bostonians still considered sodomy a capital crime with ties to “corruption, commerce, and 
foreign influence.”342 The provincial courts did not frequently prosecute for sodomy, but the 
curious could read about arrests over acts of sodomy in London and on the European 
continent.343 As part of a trans-Atlantic communication system, the people in British North 
America knew and were interested in current events across the pond. Therefore, Bostonians 
knew of campaigns in Europe, “to rid its cities of inns and houses where men gathered for sex 
with each other. These notices spoke of molly house raids and executions for sodomy,” 
describing the participants as “vile Wretches,” “vile Persons,” and “horrid Company.”344 
Therefore, Jones’ description as a sodomite alone, indicated a person with vile, unnatural 
                                                 
342 Thomas A. Foster, “Antimasonic Satire, Sodomy, and Eighteenth-Century Masculinity in the “Boston Evening-
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intentions. These changes, prompted an unnatural use of clothing, thus creating a “social 
monster.”  
The use of Jeffrey Cohen’s framework of monster theory allows for an understanding 
individuals like Jones and Price, their relation to society, and what made them so "monstrous."345 
Cohen identifies seven different theses in his introduction on what makes a monster. These are: 
“The Monster’s Body is a Cultural Body,” “The Monster Always Escapes,” “The Monster is the 
Harbinger of Category Crisis,” “The Monster Dwells at the Gates of Difference,” “The Monster 
Polices the Borders of the Possible,” “Fear of the Monster is Really a Kind of Desire,” and “The 
Monster Stands at the Threshold of…Becoming.”346 These theses indicate how the monster is an 
invented cultural entity, which relates to broader concepts of the naturalness and appropriateness 
of being. The monster showed where boundaries were, and often operated as a shadowy figure.  
The term “social monster,” originated from a biographical account of London swindler, 
Charles Price. During the late 1780s, Price defrauded several banks by using a variety of 
disguises, one of which was known as “Old Patch.” [fig. 22] For the disguise of “Old Patch,” 
Price equipped himself with an eye patch, hat, and cane to appear older and more decrepit. His 
biographer titled the story of Price’s deception, Memoirs of a Social Monster.347 Despite this use, 
contemporaries did not frequently use the word monster during the eighteenth century, except to 
                                                 
345 Jeffrey J. Cohen, ed. Monster Theory: Reading Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996).  
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describe a monstrous birth or an unsightly sea-creature. However, monstrosity as a theoretical 
concept helps us understand these transgressions and the genteel anxieties that they provoked. 
By using Cohen’s theory as a framework, it is apparent how transgressive dressers functioned as 
representational monsters to people in the eighteenth-century British North Atlantic.348  
Because of the normalization of refinement due to the consumer revolution of the 
eighteenth-century, gentility itself, became perverted. Seen in Chapter 3, this perversion of 
gentility, achieved through cases of the non-genteel dressing up outside of their social station, led 
to a fear of passing. The genteel viewed passing as an affront to nature. Those who pretended to 
be someone that they were not, represented a warping of boundaries and also affected 
justification methods that allowed the genteel to exhibit their superior positionality. The presence 
of these fears of passing, prompted discourse through modes of print. For instance, an anecdote 
on the front page of the March 6, 1750, edition of the Boston Gazette, titled “A Modern 
Character,” stated: 
Of all Evils that disturb and Interrupt the Peace of Civil Society, there is scarce any one 
comparable to a public cheat and Impostor. Men who make it their – study to deceive the 
World by Fair Appearances and a shew of Honesty, are of all the most detestable. Their 
flattering Words and Insinuations are so many beauteous Flowers, which they strew in 
the Way to cover their...Snares; in order to deceive…”349  
                                                 
348 In addition to monster theory, the previously presented framework of Dror Wahrman also helps indicate how 
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Due to its location on the front page, this sentiment indicated that the editors of the Gazette felt it 
crucial for their readers to know. The title and content of “A Modern Character” suggests a 
recent phenomenon of a social environment which was no longer navigable through previously 
reliable visual cues. The modern character specifically studied up to learn the mannerisms and 
ways of the genteel to defraud the public. After doing so, he used them through performance thus 
disguising himself, covering his intent to trap others. A modern character represented genteel 
fears over the insincerity of others and the replication of gentility through dress. 
The bulk of transgressive dressing cases came from transient populations. By this era, 
more and more people left home, without land to fall back on, prompting an increase in 
transiency throughout Massachusetts. 350 A greater internal movement of individuals within the 
colony and the region meant a fluctuating population. Because of the self-sustaining population 
of New England by the eighteenth century, the majority of this group did not migrate trans-
oceanically, and any population growth from Europe was small.351 These transients were poor, or 
members of the laboring-class in Massachusetts, found in both the more populated eastern 
counties along the seaboard and the frontier counties to the west. 352 Increased migration to and 
from towns made residents uneasy over greater numbers of poor people during the eighteenth 
century.353 As a result of these new groups of transients and the have-nots, towns abandoned 
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their traditional responsibilities of providing relief due to the increased financial burden. 354 
Residents were forced to “…gradually assume a greater proportion of the duties of care and 
control and become more involved with the transient population.”355 As a direct consequence, a 
more complicated relationship between the two groups developed along with a greater awareness 
between the genteel and non-genteel evolved. Nowhere was this more visible than the city of 
Boston because it “encountered poverty earlier, more continuously, and with the most severity of 
any seaport dwellers during the eighteenth century.”356 
Because of its character as the largest city and seaport in northern British America, 
Boston became a popular destination for “in-migration.”357 There were five clear reasons which 
prompted strangers to Boston: to secure work and acquire training, to meet other like-minded 
people or relatives, to hide, to resettle, and to find assistance and relief.358 Another historian 
remarks that instead of functioning as a “Yankee utopia” tensions between classes and a culture 
of elitism contributed to the “progress of inequality” during the eighteenth century.359 Boston’s 
prestige created more opportunities than other cities, seaports, and towns in New England, which 
meant that it had “…more potential customers, patrons, and allies; more work possibilities; 
denser networks of information; (and) more chances to book ship passage.”360 As a seaport, the 
Atlantic activity made it dependent upon seasonal labor which meant repetitive cycles of 
laborers.361 These members of the non-genteel classes contributed to growing populations within 
                                                 
354 Ibid. 
355 Ibid. 
356 Smith, 89. 
357 Cornelia H. Dayton and Sharon V. Salinger, Robert Love’s Warnings: Searching for Strangers in Colonial Boston 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014), 87. 
358 Ibid, 165-166. 
359 G. B. Warden, “Inequality and Instability in Eighteenth-Century Boston: A Reappraisal,” The Journal of 
Interdisciplinary History 6 (Spring, 1976): 587, accessed February 22, 2017, http://www.jstor.org/stable/202533. 
360 Dayton and Salinger, 87. 
361 Ibid. 
115 
 
cities. However, not every poor individual within the colony fit into one of these useful 
professions; those who did not were categorized as idle, and therefore purposeless, leaving 
greater confusion as to their usefulness and even questions about their intentions. Confusion and 
questions in many cases led to fear, meaning that transient populations often received less than a 
warm welcome by the establishment in Boston and other parts of the region. 
Because of the mobilization of individuals, including the greater movement into urban 
areas, it became more common to live amongst strangers. This was an incredibly dramatic 
change from previous centuries, where most did not travel more than several miles from their 
birthplace. A greater fluidity of people contributed to a destabilization of identity, as it was 
performable like never before. Then, it became even more necessary to develop better systems of 
identification. Pamphlets and broadsides meant, to prevent “deceiving the Young and Innocent of 
both Sexes," with titles such as “The Cheats of London Exposed: or, The Frauds and Tricks of 
the Town laid Open to Both Sexes. Being a warning-piece against the inquitous practices of that 
metropolis…” appeared in a multitude of locations to warn the public.362 These forms of print 
media justified the fear of unknown persons through suggesting that they presented a threat to 
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the innocent, both men and women. The goal of these types of media was to educate the public 
on the vast and wide variety of tricks to avoid and attempt to detect. 
Many of these individuals functioned as early forms of confidence men, able to invent 
and perform new identities due to the anonymity offered by British North America, which 
terrified people.363 Contemporaries of the second half of the eighteenth century viewed these 
types of people as outsiders. This classification labeled them as threats to society who had no 
place among the genteel. Because of their shapeless potential, society feared their possible ability 
to threaten the hierarchy through their perversion of gentility. The idea of the confidence man is 
typically associated with the nineteenth century, showcasing the vices of the city. Confidence 
men materialized in sync with the rise of the city, characterized as full of vice and immorality. 
Parents feared the loss of their children to charlatans and frauds who might deter them from a 
virtuous path. Visible through eighteenth-century sources, similar threats, often described as 
“villains” lived in colonial cities, roaming to and from rural communities. With their fancy 
clothing and impressive persona, villains depended on their outward portrayal and adoption of 
genteel mannerisms to fool others.  
Residents of smaller towns in New England knew each other, and thus when new people 
came through their communities, they observed behavior. 364 This meant that “it was difficult to 
conceal illegal or even suspicious activity for very long.”365 However, as described in Chapter 3, 
Boston’s physical layout, which separated the genteel from the non-genteel, encouraged social 
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divisions. The proximity of different social groups led to daily interaction. Therefore, the non-
genteel gained knowledge of customs and luxuries not intended for them. This window of 
visibility thus inspired opportunity to penetrate polite circles prompting the genteel to protect 
their mannerisms and tools of refinement. Thus, through their very presence, a greater number of 
urban poor and transient people revealed the consequences of a trans-Atlantic consciousness. 
More significant trade and commerce made gentility purchasable, destabilizing it. With these 
new problems, Boston, the colony/state of Massachusetts, and New England looked to find ways 
to correct them. 
Transgressive dressers were strangers, confidence men, liars, and imposters. Strangers 
were typically unknown to the area that they appeared in, allowing them to benefit from 
anonymity. Confidence men pretended to be family, neighbors, preachers or anything else that 
would let them insinuate themselves into the lives of their victims. Some gained so much 
notoriety they could not continue their charades for long, forcing them to decamp and take their 
charade elsewhere. Lastly, imposters falsified backstories to gain trust. These types of monstrous 
figures caused panic, fear, and overwhelming concern to those living in British North America. 
Fears became so significant, because the behavior of transgressive dressers was ultimately 
unnatural. The affront against nature came from the assertion to behaviors and customs that did 
not belong to the person in question, provided through the tool of clothing. Because 
contemporaries considered their behavior as unnatural, transgressive dressers in themselves were 
unnatural. Within all the cases, individuals demonstrated their understanding of the 
transformative power of clothing. Most used clothing directly in their masquerade, marking its 
importance in fear of the unknown, threatening polite society.  
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One such example of transgressing dressing is a case of a “stranger,” visible in the July 
27, 1741, edition of The Boston Weekly Post-Boy.366 The following advertisement marked as 
news described a woman originating from Philadelphia, currently in Boston, as a “stranger,” 
“strolling,” and “confident.”367 These terms indicated her position as both an experienced and 
unknown figure in the city. Boston, as the largest city in New England, did offer the ability to 
blend in, despite its small population. The idea of being “practiced” has importance. The genteel 
knew that their mannerisms could be learned through practice and performed in an inauthentic 
manner. The piece indicates she willfully preyed on a family, waiting for them to leave their 
home so she could seize property from an open window. Those who witnessed her crime 
informed the Justice of the Peace, indicating the role of community observation in social control. 
The advertisement describes her with “a Bundle under her arm, whose Talk and Actions gave 
great Ground of Suspicion that she could not be out upon a good Account.”368 Upon search of 
her things, the authorities discovered clothing, “which some present knew who was the Owner 
of.”369 Clothing played a crucial role in deceptive transgressions, both as the object stolen and 
the costume that permitted their function.370 Most importantly, she had lodged with the family, 
worshipped with them, and portrayed herself as a devout and Godly person. The author of the 
advertisement who included her possibly pretended piety more than likely intended to warn 
about the depths of deception that some might take. After her examination, she received her 
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punishment, spending time in the local jail. The Watch, a group of individuals who patrolled the 
city, “kept her secure according to Order the remainder of the Night, and when they left the 
Watch-House in the Morning, they lock’d her in till the Justice was ready to examine into the 
Truth of the Affair.”371 Her discovery and capture indicate how the genteel believed they could 
protect themselves. 
The December 1, 1769, edition of the Providence Gazette, reported that one O’Neal, 
Irishman, traveled through New England.372 His status as Irish marked him as a social 
undesirable, suggesting a possibility of bias. Authorities discovered him with, “two fine Holland 
Shirts…likewise a Pair of Stockings…and (he) wears a light mixed Serge Coat and Breeches, 
striped Cotton Waistcoat, a checkered Silk and Cotton Ditto, a red knit Worsted Ditto, and a dark 
cut Wig.” An Irishman was assumed to be fundamentally inferior, and usually poor, so when the 
authorities discovered him carrying good clothes they assumed he was a thief. The case of 
O’Neal shows an automatic impartiality towards the non-genteel. Despite this characterization, it 
is more than likely that O’Neal actually was a thief who used clothing to perform a different 
identity than who he actually was. The rest of the description, which marks his transient behavior 
from Boston to Providence, notes how he “has changed his Dress since he left Providence.”373 
This action indicates an understanding that changing clothing could help solidify a new disguise. 
We see this pattern, in which criminals used clothes in inauthentic performance 
throughout New England. The Connecticut Journal, on December 1, 1769, detailed the account 
                                                 
371 “Boston,” The Boston Weekly Post-Boy, July 27, 1741, NewsBank/Readex, America’s Historical Newspapers. 
Document Number: 1089CBEBF614DD28, accessed on August 5, 2015. 
372 The Providence Gazette, December 1, 1769, Newsbank/Readex: America’s Historical Newspapers, Doc No. 
1056AEDB1C145CF8, accessed September 9, 2014.  
373 Ibid. 
120 
 
of a “strolling vagabondly Fellow,” who pretended his way to Boston. 374 Upon his arrival, he 
presented himself in this strolling manner, dressed and in the character of a Beggar, claiming to 
be a Danish subject who had left home ten years prior. 375 To gain the sympathy of a family, he 
told them how he had lost his fingers on one hand through a random injury, and the other by 
falling into a fire. 376  Because of his physical handicap, and the dress that made him appear 
harmless, the family opened their genteel home in a good part of time to him. He did not want to 
overplay his hand, so he urged the family to let him retire for the night alone, lest he bother 
them.377 His seeming harmlessness convinced the family to take him before the kitchen fire, in a 
literal opening of hearth and home to this stranger. Therefore, this family, with great virtue and 
kindness, found themselves taken advantage. 
Not long after they left the Fellow alone, the family returned to the fireplace to discover 
that, “he, with several Articles of Value, was soon found to be missing.” 378 Quickly figuring out 
the deception, the head of the family, described as the “true Owner” of the property, pursued “the 
Thief” finding and overtaking him at “a Tavern about a Mile distant.” 379 At the tavern, the 
Fellow had seemingly shed his old persona, and now appeared in a “merry Mood, (where) he 
was offering his new Assortment upon Sale to the highest Bidder…”380 The owner outsmarted 
the “Thief,” now referred to as a “Criminal,” and bound him for “convenient Escortment about 
seven Miles in a retrograde March to a civil Magistrate.”381  
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However, “the reluctant Villain,” probably already knowing what might come next, 
instead offered his apprehender a deal. In exchange for receiving punishment presently, instead 
of in the future, he “voluntarily stripp(ed) himself” and “receiv’d upon the Spot seven hearty 
Lashes, with a good sturdy Horse Whip warmly apply’d which he tamely submitted to, and 
endured with all the Patience and Fortitude which his own Circumstances and the Nature of the 
Thing would well admit of.”382 After said punishment, which satisfied both the owner and the 
“villain,” the owner released him to find new lodging elsewhere. The advertisement closes in 
warning the public that this Fellow is “worthy of their special Notice and Regard.”383 
The account traced the town’s opinion of the man as it develops. At first, the 
advertisement describes his as a “strolling vagabondly Fellow.” Although this is not a term of 
endearment, it is without outright malice. However, once he revealed his intentions and true self, 
he became “a Thief,” “Criminal,” and then “Villain.” Therefore, the clothing of a strolling 
beggar, accompanied with mannerisms and a backstory, created a persona that while initially 
suspicious, quickly soothed the anxieties that the family might have had. Also, the fellow took 
advantage of an overly-hospitable family, only increasing the despicableness of his character. 
Although having initially fooled the family, once they understood his intended purpose, they 
quickly acted and revealed him for what he truly was.  
Sometimes, defrauded individuals became so distressed that they posted advertisements 
themselves within newspapers, and because the person who swindled them disappeared so 
completely, they could not report the said offenses to the proper authorities. In July 1773, the 
Essex Gazette published out of Salem, Massachusetts published a similar advertisement looking 
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for a “Stranger,” penned by Abigail Bond. 384  Bond wrote that the man in question, named 
Thomas Willcox, “may have since changed his name.”385 Two weeks prior, he had arrived at her 
home, claiming that he had lately arrived on a ship from Marblehead originating from London. 
Thus, he would have had to travel approximately 15 or so miles from Marblehead to Salem. 
Also, with a studied air, he claimed to have been her husband’s nephew, with her husband 
currently away at sea. He provided a great number of details, so much so to convince her that he 
was who he claimed to be. She lent him money as well as “a Pair of silver Shoe Buckles and a 
Pair of silver Knee Buckles.” 386  Two days later, Willcox left on a hired horse; Bond never saw 
him again. 
Willcox wore, “a Seaman’s blue short Jacket, a striped red and white swanskin under 
Jacket, blue broad-cloth Breeches, blue ribb’d Stockings, and wore the abovementioned shoe and 
knee Buckles which are marked S.B.” 387 No doubt the buckles belonged to Bond’s husband. 
Poor Bond closed with, “Whoever will take him up, or give Information where he may be found, 
so that he may be brought to Justice, shall be handsomely rewarded for their Trouble. He has 
been seen upon the Road going Eastward.”388 Pretending from London to Marblehead provided 
him with the ability to invent a persona.  
Inventing personas became a particularly useful tool for those who wished for admiration 
and good fortune. One such case was that of an imposter minister, details of which the Boston 
Post-Boy published on November 15, 1773.389 The anecdote titled, “Beware of Imposters” began 
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exploring the condition of how society became distracted by a refined presentation. The authors 
asked, “How often do Men assume a fictitious Character, and thereby impose upon the 
Public?”390 The writer focused on ranking villains who cheat the public, marking with disgust 
those who mimicked “the sacerdotal Office.” 391 After this identification of villains who 
“invade(d) that sacred Office, to the great Dishonor of Religion and the Scandal of the Office 
they assume” the writer specifically points to a “Youth” who was pretending into the parish.392  
This youth, or imposter, travelled across the northern colonies, impressing those he 
preached to by providing false credentials as “a licensed Candidate of the New-York 
Presbytery.”393 As he moved about the northern colonies, he “captivated his Audience to an 
uncommon Degree.”394 After preaching in New-London, an actual member of the New-York 
Presbytery knew that he was false and was “determined to see him and detect him in his 
Villainy.”395 The piece frequently refers to the young man’s as acting with “Impudence and 
Wickedness.” The man who discovered him informed the youth that he had heard of his travels 
all the way to Providence. The youth confessed and “promised he would not be guilty of the like 
again.”396 However, he rode forty miles away to New-Milford, located near the Western border 
of Connecticut with New York, “before he assumed the same Character, in the Manner he had 
done before, and preached a public Lecture notwithstanding his Confession and Promise…and 
accordingly preached upon the Sabbath both Parts of the Day, to the great Admiration of his 
Hearers.” 397 It was not until he revealed his plans to meet a Dr. Rogers and Mr. M. Wathers, 
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along with others, in New-Haven to pursue a degree at Yale College, but then did not show up at 
the college’s next commencement, upon which attendees discovered his fraud.398 
Colonial Americans trusted the clergy, so when Dr. Jones and this youth masqueraded as 
a minister, colonists found it particularly threatening. Men of the church represented truth and 
sincerity, more so than any other profession. Those who engaged in clerical imposture attempted 
to lay claim to tools of refinement and cultural practices not belonging to them “…to gain access 
to the power claimed by the dominant “thinking class.”399 Tom Bell, probably the most famous 
of these characters in British North America, made his way through the colonies spinning tales 
and impersonating other people.400 He often posed as a minister, one of his personas among his 
tool-kit of “confidence games.” 401 Bell represented colonial fears because he frequently adopted 
mannerisms and clothing of the genteel “to cross class boundaries and gain access to the 
treasures of the wealthy.”402 His knowledge of ancient languages and philosophical thought – 
study traditionally restricted to the genteel – allowed him to access elite circles.403 Passing as a 
pastor emphasized the greater ability to manipulate identity through the anonymity offered by the 
Atlantic economy.404 
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These connections of using genteel mannerisms through performance are present in the 
newspaper reported sightings of Tom Bell. For example, a notice placed in The Boston Evening 
Post on June 8, 1741, described some of his “stratagems.”  The advertisement in full read:  
Newport, June 3. Tom Bell was Put ashore here out of the New London vessel the 
beginning of last week. He made a grand Figure in a variety of rich Cloaths' nevertheless 
he was known and discover'd in a few Days, and so prevented from playing off any 
Stratagems. Monday the Town Council warned him out of Town. Yesterday he went to 
the other End of the Island. A few Hours after he was gone, the vessel arrived in which he 
pretended to expect a wife and considerable Effects, but without either. He would have 
passed by the Name of Wentworth, but conducted himself in so foolish a Manner, that 'tis 
surprizing he has been able to carry on such Schemes as are told of him.405 
 
This notice indicated the effect of Tom Bell’s clothing on those in Newport. His “rich Cloaths” 
projected gentility. However, before he could carry out any of his traditional schemes, those in 
town discovered him, thus warning him out. This reaction placed an emphasis on the 
imperfection of his ruse, demonstrating the genteel’s confidence to expose imposture. However, 
the ad closes with a re-emphasis on the belief that he behaved in so ridiculous a manner, he could 
never prevail. However, the fact that he did prevail and continued his “games,” even if only for a 
short time, reveals the extent of exaggeration in this confidence.  
Because of his notoriety, and his threat to good-standing, moral, and genteel families, 
New Englanders’ continued to track Tom Bell’s movement in other cities in the North American 
colonies. In the March 7, 1743, edition of The Boston-Evening Post an advertisement of news 
from Philadelphia said the following: 
Philadelphia, Feb. 10. Thursday Night last, the notorious TOM BELL, arrived in this City 
from Maryland; he pretended to be a Son of Mr. Livingston’s in New York, that he had 
been cast-away, taken, &c. But being suspected, he was sent for by the Mayor. At first he 
deny’d himself to be Bell; but the Mayor happening to remember him, having some 
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Years since committed him to Sussex-Gaol for Forgery; he at length acknowledg’d 
himself to be the Person and was committed to Prison for want of Security.406 
 
Here again, Tom Bell illustrated the propensity of certain individuals in pretending to have 
completely alternate characters. However, the advertisement included how contemporaries had 
the ability to recognize Bell, no matter his pretense, and thus cast him into jail to protect the 
public. To re-emphasize, to protect the respectable, it became necessary to lock away those who 
presented inauthentic and unnatural modes of refinement. Not as many confidence men and 
women, or villains and strollers in British North America achieved the level of notoriety as Tom 
Bell, but many different schemes took place under the watchful eye of residents and the justice 
system. 
Notorious thieves often made a point to change their appearance to prevent discovery. 
Again, dress was the easiest and most believable way of accomplishing this. The April 6, 1765, 
edition of The Providence Gazette; and Country Journal described the theft of clothing by a 
crafty individual.407 The characterization of a “Villain,” again is like previous advertisements, 
indicating unnatural behavior, full of vice and ill intent (it is unclear whether this individual, 
claiming the name of John Jones, is Dr. Jones, who appeared in the Essex Gazette four years 
later). Regardless, Jones went by Michael Henly, his false persona. Jones/Henly, the transient, 
travelled from Providence to Lime, Connecticut, to Portsmouth, New Hampshire and Newport, 
Rhode Island, defrauding two established, genteel members of society, on his journey. He more 
than likely recognized Captain Joseph Olney of Providence and Captain Andrews of New-Jersey 
as good targets for thievery. As officers in the military, they had wealth and respect from the 
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community. As a thief, he took “a valuable Horse, with a Saddle and Bridle” as when captured, 
he was wearing “a Suit of Capt. Andrews’s Clothes.”408  Jones/Henly imitated Tom Bell, 
continually reoffending despite capture and release. Those he defrauded quickly discovered, 
“vigorously pursued” and then “escorted (him) hither…lodged in his Majesty’s Gaol.”409   
The March 28, 1772, edition of The Providence Gazette included an anecdote partially 
titled, “…a Caution to the Unwary.”410  Almost three months prior, a “transient Person” referred 
to by the name of “Hoosuck” had traveled into New-Providence and “pretended that he had been 
pressed on board a Man of War.”411 Thus, once he appeared on the doorstep of Lemuel 
Levingsworth, described as an “honest Countryman” he explained how he had made a narrow 
escape, but in doing so had abandoned all of his possessions.412 Because of this, he was in “Want 
of Victuals, Cloaths, and Money.”413 He attempted to reassure Levingsworth claiming that he 
was a person of means who had “a good Estate in this Town” and also had the acquaintance of 
others of wealth like him, who would repay Levingsworth “every Expense which might be 
incurred.”414 Levingsworth fell for the charade and went with him in the direction of Providence. 
Once they reached Lebanon together, he sent Levingsworth in the direction of a Benoni Pearce 
Esq. of Providence, who supposedly was the brother.415 Carrying a letter from “Hoosuck,” 
Levingsworth expected to receive payment from Pearce. The advertisement is not clear on the 
next turn of events, but somehow Levingsworth discovered that he had cheated him, acting as an 
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Imposter. Therefore, all Levingsworth “had to compensate the Loss of Sixteen Pounds Lawful 
Money, including all the Cash he possessed of, was the imaginary Satisfaction of having done a 
Deed of Charity to a distressed Seaman.”416 
After abandoning Levingsworth in Lebanon, he traveled to New-Marlborough, providing 
“a similar Story” and presenting himself as Mr. Pearce to an Amos Smith.417 His tale of 
impressment so enchanted Mr. Smith that he lodged him for three weeks, providing not only 
entertainment, but also “a new Beaver Hat, and sundry other Articles of Apparel, to considerable 
Value.” 418  He also lent Pearce a horse, for travelling to Providence. This time, instead of 
travelling with Smith alone, Pearce “pretend(ed) that he was afraid of being taken by some of the 
Ship’s Crew, whom he supposed were in Pursuit of him.”419  To counteract this, he hired an 
acquaintance of Mr. Smith, known as Spencer, who lived in the town of Suffield, to join them for 
the journey, “promising him Three Shillings Sterling per Day, and to pay all his Expenses.”420  
The company of three arrived a few days later in Johnston, at the residence of Richard Eddy, 
Esq. Shortly afterward, he informed Smith and Spencer on the necessity of keeping “his Arrival 
a Secret, (thus) he prevailed on them to leave their Horses, and to come into Town on Foot, 
charging them not to discover themselves to his Brother (the aforementioned Benoni Pearce) till 
the Morning; his Mother being a weakly Woman, it might overcome her, as they all supposed 
him to be dead.”421  While Smith and Spencer decided to follow Pearce’s instructions to the 
letter, Pearce secretly “bargained” away the company’s horses which they had left behind at the 
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home of Eddy.422  However, a neighbor women interrupted Pearce’s plan, who instead, 
“pretend(ed) Business at one of the Neighbour’s, (and) he borrowed a small Sum of Money of 
the Landlord, which he said he should have immediate Occasion for.”423 He then abandoned his 
entire company, hiring a Mr. Reuben King to take him back to Providence, where he stayed for 
the night, leaving the next day.424 
After this description, “the Caution to the Unwary” revealed that the man was actually 
John Lloyd, “a notorious Villain,” and offered the following physical description of him: “He is 
a tall-square built Man, wears a Cap or Wig, has a Film over his Right-Eye, and is the Son of a 
certain Gipsey, who many Years deceived the Simple with her Sorceries…and left this Son of 
Vulcan behind; to support himself in an idle Life, with other Sorts of Enchantments than 
hers.”425  The advertisement thus ended with a clear warning: “The Public are cautioned to 
beware of Persons with one Eye, and that an evil One.”426 This piece carried similar overtones as 
earlier advertisements warning the public about transient pretenders. Hoosuck or Pearce or Lloyd 
used various personas to fool others. In the beginning, he appeared harmless and extremely 
desperate. He then hooked several individuals, stealing not only their possessions but also their 
dignity. Like others, this notice described him as practiced at his craft and rotten to the core. 
Lastly, clothing functioned as a significant part of his masquerade, and no doubt the gifts of 
expensive clothing from Mr. Smith only aided him in the continued deceptions of other 
unsuspecting individuals. 
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In addition to these colonial confidence men and women, who used clothing of their 
gender, but of a different profession or class to complete their venture, more stereotypical types 
of cross-dressing also occurred. Their contributions illustrated an additional dynamic in how 
clothing could manipulate external cues for identity. In Bristol County, Massachusetts in March 
1778, a woman "transient" brought before the court cited for wearing "Men's Apparel," which 
included a "Coat, a Waistcoat, and a pair of Breeches," and ordered to pay a fine.427 During the 
eighteenth century, freedom for a woman, even one of the working-class, was restricted. Women 
did not have the means to travel on their own as their social and legal status depended upon their 
attachment to a man. For women travelling alone, the way was dangerous, and they were 
vulnerable to violence, especially sexual violence. Therefore, some chose to adopt the clothing of 
men for greater modes of freedom. For this woman, it is possible that she hoped to find a better 
life for herself, whether that was through simply being able to travel more freely or even create a 
new life is unclear. Men’s clothing allowed for greater ease to do this than women’s. It is also 
probable that she might have been another woman like Deborah Sampson Gannett, interested in 
enlisting to fight as a soldier in the revolution. Whatever the case, transience, was a gendered 
crime. Of all the cases discussed, only two are women. Therefore it is possible to believe that 
contemporaries did not consider women as threatening as men, and so their crimes may have 
been missed or overlooked. 
This belief may have contributed to a particular case, remarked on in the August 28, 1749 
edition of a Boston newspaper, The Independent Advertiser.428 Marked as news from New York, 
the notice detailed that: 
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Within a few Days past we have heard of several Robberies committed on Boats going up 
and down the North River, by Persons unknown; and Yesterday about One o’Clock, a 
Man dressed in Woman’s Cloaths, was taken up in this City on Suspicion, and committed 
to Goal: He had been to Church in the Forenoon, in his Woman’s Habit, which was neat 
and good; but in his Bundle was his Man’s Cloaths very poor and mean; On his being 
apprehended, he pretended that he came from the Mannor of Philipsbourg, and disguised 
himself there on a Wager: But ‘tis conjectured that he will turn out on a Wager one of 
those Robbers.429 
 
Again, it is possible that the man intended to disguise himself so thoroughly as not to look 
suspicious. He may have believed that he would attract less attention in women’s attire than in 
men’s, although, clearly, without success. Most importantly, he carried with him in his 
belongings a set of men’s clothing. The set of men’s clothing indicated intent to switch back to 
gender-appropriate attire later. In comparison to the women’s clothing it was less elegant and 
older. This suggests theft of more refined women’s clothing. Thus, gender played a major role in 
transgressive dressing during the eighteenth century. Women, believed weaker and more 
susceptible to being fooled as well as being attacked, needed greater protection from imposters 
and frauds. This same assumption could also contribute to an over-looking of women committing 
crimes, unless they did something strange like wearing clothing inappropriate for their gender. 
Clothing thus factored significantly in the gendered ideal of crime, transiency, and monstrosity 
during the period. 
A habitual thief, Isaac Frasier, repeatedly caught during the 1760s wrote a lengthy 
confession of his life in 1768, detailing how he stole clothing and other items all over New 
England.430 Originally from and born in Rhode Island, Frasier engaged in a continuous cycle of 
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theft and capture, escaping from “gaols” all over the region. For example, from the shop of 
Faneuil in Cambridge, Massachusetts he nabbed "a suit of old cloaths." In Great Barrington he 
took from Doctor Whiting, "a coat, vest, a pair of knee-buckles, & a pair of Stockings." From a 
Taylor's shop in Roxbury he stole "an old suit of cloaths, and a little out of the town, I broke a 
hatter's shop..." He frequently traveled to Worcester and all over New England, traveling from a 
multitude of locations. Study of Frasier’s career continually highlights the importance of clothing 
for the pretense of gentility and the practice of imposture.  
To protect themselves from strangers, confidence men, and imposters, Colonial 
Americans both created new systems of control, as well as continually depended on older 
methods. During the 1760s, Boston hired several different city residents to walk-about town and 
the wharves “to warn Strangers out.”431 These “warner’s” sought and targeted strangers 
informing them that they, “did not have the legal inhabitancy in Boston and…that the town was 
not liable to relieve the stranger should he or she become indignant...”432 This type of warning 
system was distinct to New England, growing out of English settlement and poor laws. 433 
Warnings specifically focused on those perceived as non-useful or even threatening to society. If 
a person could perform a functional role, such as a laborer, they could stay.434 However, if the 
warner’s decided that the individual in question was a “common beggar, stroller, or vagabond,” 
then they could be “taken up” by an official of justice like a “night watchman” and then “carried 
before a justice of peace, convicted of a misdemeanor, and committed to a short stint of labor at 
the workhouse.”435 Thus a system developed to correct the problem of too many idle people. 
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Idleness, spawned concerns about intentions toward others. While the warning system aided in 
removing potential threats, many still felt that the public needed additional “warnings” of their 
own.  
The criminal justice system in the British North Atlantic evolved to correct and reaffirm 
the social separation of the upper and lower classes.436 From 1688-1815, the English “Bloody 
Code,” punished a number of crimes with physical violence or death.437 Because of increasing 
amounts of luxury due to trade, which filtered into the British North Atlantic, this course of 
punishment developed due to the presence of “new forms of wealth” that “a regular police force” 
could not protect.438 Therefore, the intention of this harsh system was to protect “new forms of 
property.”439 The increased importance in genteel display, which developed due to the growth of 
a trans-Atlantic consciousness, meant that the genteel depended upon an excessive amount of 
valuable material items. While many of these items had significant monetary value, their 
representational value of gentility was worth even more. This increased meaning of gentility, 
which the upper classes had fused into material items, meant that they felt a greater necessity to 
protect their property and person from theft. Therefore, during the eighteenth century in British 
North America, the prosecution of crimes looked differently from the previous century. 
The Puritans had vigorously pursued the punishment of moral offences, but by the 
eighteenth century, crimes of morality faded in importance.440 In Massachusetts property crimes 
increased, “perhaps doubling their seventeenth-century percentage of the total case load.”441 
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Poorer men with virtually no property or material wealth formed the bulk of defendants before 
the court.442 A large number of property-less men who appeared before the court indicates the 
specific targeting of migrant, seasonal, poor, or transient populations. Because property-holders 
associated transients and the poor with theft and dishonesty, and newspapers frequently reported 
on strangers, liars, and imposters, people believed these unmoored or unknowable populations 
needed regulation. A switch from a more greatly emphasized prosecution of moral crimes to that 
of property, then indicates that the policing of transient behavior as a form of social control. To 
fully accomplish this and limit the presence of disruptive and inappropriate behavior, 
Massachusetts had a significant number of “law enforcers” including justices of the peace as well 
as town constables and sheriffs for each county.443 The system did well in limiting behavior 
deemed inappropriate and disruptive.444  
Runaway servant advertisements illustrated this system of social control, and their 
runaway advertisements indicated the use of transgressive dressing. Discussed in Chapter 3, 
urban environments and an increased ability to replicate gentility altered the relationship between 
different social classes. During the eighteenth century, masters frequently posted notes in 
newspapers and broadsides when their servants abandoned their term of service. Within them, 
phrasing such as “pass” and “pretend” emphasized deception. Daniel Oliver, Peruke-Maker in 
Boston reported in the September 18, 1752, edition of the Boston Post-Boy that his apprentice, “a 
Servant Lad named John Maylam” had run away. Oliver described him as wearing a wig, with a 
scar on his forehead and that he “had on a Fly Cloth colour’d Coat and Breeches, a blew (sic.) 
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Jacket, and grey ribb’d Stockings.”445 In a sub note, Oliver warned the public that, “He is an 
artful Fellow, & may deceive those that apprehend him, but may be discover’d, upon search, by a 
Scar upon one of his Thighs, occasion’d by the Bite of a Dog, - He has been lately seen 
travelling the Southern Road from Boston,” thus indicating an example of transiency.446 An 
elusive New-York runaway travelled on the “New-England Road” wearing “an old green Jacket, 
was in Company with a Man in a Sailor’s dress, and it supposed to be gone towards Boston, or 
New-London.”447 The author of the advertisement assumed that he “will perhaps change his 
Name.”448 Authors included detailed descriptions of clothing as they hoped that some might 
recognize their servants for their possible return. Indentured servants were under the control of 
their masters for an extended period and many newly immigrated individuals newly became 
indentured servants, under the care of a native-Anglo family.449  One way that colonial 
authorities tried to deal with the problem of undesirables such as the “poor, idle, dissolute, or 
orphaned children” was to place them, as well as people of color, into indentured servitude.450  
Any servant who ran away or committed crimes faced longer work than their original term of 
service in addition to receiving punishment from a court upon their capture.451 When indentured 
servants did not obey their masters, they became criminals, like the strangers that Colonial 
Americans feared. 
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After punishment, many of these captured theives, liars, strangers, and imposters 
remained in jail. Despite the system that colonists constructed to contain threats, these dangerous 
individuals sometimes escaped. This cycle of jailbreaks indicates additional societal fears, of the 
possible inability to contain the criminal threat. The Boston News-Letter described a jailbreak in 
its August 2, 1772, edition.452 The prisoners who escaped were confined “in the two lower 
Apartments, which were deemed the strongest of any in the Prison.”453 With ingenuity and the 
help of tools, they made their way through the floor and into a passage under the building. 
Several individuals then assisted in their concealment. Another jailbreak in Worcester a few days 
before October 25, 1778, described the dress of two men.454 The description of the thieves of this 
jailbreak, as well as those who assisted in concealing them, again shows the importance of 
clothing in continued flight. The inability to contain prisoners, meant that there were criminals 
everywhere. People who were not what they said were nearly impossible to control.  
Throughout the war years of 1775-1783, advertisements of runaways, pretenders, 
strangers, and acts of disruptive - and even violent - behavior contemporaries associated with 
them continually appeared in newspapers. Even though the country was at war, fears about the 
replication of gentility did not cease. The same beliefs that had led colonists to distrust strangers, 
led them to hate Boston’s occupation between 1768-1770, specifically the Quartering Act.455 
Various imperial policies led to a “succession of ragtag strangers,” making their way through 
colonial towns and cities.456 High rates of desertion contributed to a larger number of unknown 
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people throughout British North America. One historian estimates that 20-35% of the 
approximately 250,000 members of the Continental army and the militia deserted.457 The sexual 
violence ascribed to soldiers increased fears. 458 Broadsides and newspapers publicized these 
acts, and those “committed on those of unquestionable innocence, such as the very young, or 
those which were especially heinous” received particular attention.459 Because of this, 
“Americans virulently condemned the British soldiers (and their Hessian mercenaries) for sexual 
attacks on Patriot women.”460 These attacks came from the military occupation of the colonies 
during the rebellion, “where soldiers used their military authority to force women into sexually 
vulnerable situations.”461 Throughout the war years of 1775-1783, advertisements of runaways 
and pretenders continually appeared in newspapers. Even though the country was at war, fears 
about strangers did not cease.  
Strangers, vagabonds, and transient populations continued to affect the former colonies 
during the mid-1780s and through the 1790s. Visible in print media, after the wars end, warnings 
to the community about strangers continued. The Connecticut Courant on April 3, 1786, stated: 
Whereas strangers and transient persons for some time past have been, and now are 
almost coming constantly into this town...by which many idle unknown person have, and 
soon more will, unless seasonably prevented, gain an inhabitancy in said town; the bad 
consequences of which the inhabitants already too sensibly feel. This are therefore to 
notify all person who shall convene the laws aforesaid by hiding, harbouring, or 
otherwise entertaining any stranger or transient person, (not being already a legal 
inhabitant of said town) that they may depend on being immediately prosecuted with the 
strictest severity of the laws of this state in such case provided.462 
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Also, a notice appeared in The Norwich Packet or, The Country Journal on September 7, 1786, 
which dictated that for the towns of Norwich, on behalf of Thomas Fanning, Jared Trace, Caleb 
Huntington, Eben’r Huntington, and Zabdiel Rogers the Town Selectmen that: 
That if any person, or persons shall contrary to the intent of this ACT, entertain or hire 
any stranger or transient person, except he or they shall first give security, to the 
acceptance of the said Authority and Selectmen, that such town shall not be burthened 
and charged by him or them; which security such Authority and Selectman may take or 
refuse at their discretion; he or they so entertaining, or hiring or letting any house or land 
to such stranger or transient person, shall forfeit and pay to the treasurer of such town, the 
sum of ten shillings per week, for every week he or they shall harbor, entertain, hire, or 
let such estate to such person.463  
 
The ending of the war and the foundation of a new republic did not mean the end of threats or the 
beginning of egalitarianism. Communities and the genteel still feared the threat of strangers and 
what havoc they might wreak upon their livelihoods. During the 1790s, migrants continued to 
make their way into the city of Boston, leaving the countryside behind.464 The official system of 
issuing warnings did not end until 1794.465  
Overall, social undesirables, villains, strollers, and imposters specifically demonstrated 
the fragility of the social hierarchy. A trans-Atlantic system fueled by commerce and trade 
normalized gentility. This led to the de-stabilization of social separations through categorizations 
of identity. Also, by the eighteenth century, a self-sustaining colonial population found that many 
of its inhabitants became unmoored, without land or property to fall back on. These individuals, 
displaced by war and social uncertainty, made their way between town and country, looking for 
work or new opportunity. Many of them turned to crime or dishonest behavior, transforming into 
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the “social monster.” Clothing became a path for the confidence man or woman, to freedom or a 
new life. The transgressive dresser functioned as an allegorical monster, reminding the genteel of 
the instability formerly stable social categories of genteel and non-genteel, prompting an effort to 
correct them. A warning out system and print media in New England demonstrated a societal 
desire to root out the threats and educate the public. Despite the success of these endeavors, 
jailbreaks reminded contemporaries of what they already knew. No matter how easily they might 
spot a fake, they could not contain, nor anticipate, the monster. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
 
In 1794, I. Norman published a short book from his home in Boston at no. 75 Newbury 
Street, the fashionable side of town.466  Its title, The World Turned Upside Down or the Comical 
Metamorphosis: A Work entirely dedicated to excite Laughter in Grown Persons and promote 
Morality in the Young ones of both Sexes reflected its humorous premise. The format of the book 
contained several lessons. These lessons underlined the importance of maintaining sensibility 
and rejecting foolishness. The illustrations, meant to aid the audience, further emphasized the 
ridiculousness of “the world turned upside down.” Each of the stories provided a moral, intended 
to educate young people on the necessity of turning away from “ambition, arrogance, and pride,” 
to preserve the restrained ideals of gentility.467 The consequences of not following this advice 
was a complete reversal of the social order. 
 Several of these tales, through the accompanying illustrations, show this “reversal” 
through a switch in the appropriate clothing between societal opposites. For example, “Tale XIV. 
A Servant Maid turned Mistress; her former Mistress drudging in the Kitchen,” explored the 
possibility of the reversed roles. The offered Moral of the tale was, “Ye fair-ones ne’er be 
arrogant; Be of this tale observant; Misfortune may your bliss transplant; And each become a 
servant.”468 The author illustrated the tale with an accompanying image, which shows two 
figures that represent a duality [fig. 23].469 The first, depicts an ugly servant girl wearing clothing 
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inappropriate to her station. The second, the actual mistress of the household, was forced to wear 
the dress of her servant. The plate intentionally portrays the girl as looking ridiculous dressed in 
the garb of her mistress, to illustrate the ludicrousness of this switch. The artist used dress to 
demonstrate the social shift, emphasizing the recognition of dress as a symbol of 
transformational change.  
A similar type of clothing switch happened through a gendered role swap in “Tale XV: 
The Wife acting the Soldier; the Husband spinning and nursing the Child,” which showed a 
married couple in completely reversed gendered divisions of labor as well as clothing [fig. 24].470 
The wife who stood near the right side of the image wore pants and a military outfit complete 
with a sword and a rifle. The husband wore a dress and is clearly the inferior, seated with an 
infant on his lap. The moral of this tale reads: “Hence learn your sep’rate paths to keep, And live 
by reason’s rules; For censure seldom is asleep, And all must laugh at fools.”471 Here again, the 
plates use clothing as a tool to demonstrate a reversal of social roles. 
 Finally, “Tale XXVIII. A Fool of Fashion,”472 speaks directly to the role of clothing, as 
follows: 
From Hyde-park corner to the  
‘Change, 
What oddities we see! 
Some folks from dress to dress will range 
And follow novelty: 
 
Not only follow, but make known 
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Such modes as make us stare; 
Nor is this vice in men alone, 
But rages in the fair. 
 
Oh, how absurd their head-dress is! 
Why hide a lovely face? 
Pity indeed from whims as these, 
Shou’d beauty’s form disgrace! 
 
This fop, so open to our jokes, 
So vacant in his mind, 
Won’t wear his cloaths like other folks, 
They button most behind: 
 
The park, the op’ra ball and play, 
He’ll in this dress be at; 
Nor thinks that wiser people say, 
“ ‘Tis laughter makes us fat:” 
 
But puff’d with affectation’s tricks, 
A dupe to his own whim, 
Can’t clearly see that either sex, 
Makes but a laugh at him. 
 
MORAL. 
Extremes of fashion still avoid, 
Lest virtue slip her clew; 
Which aping such has oft destoy’d 
In male and female too.473 
  
The detailed illustration was of a satirical image of a fop, dressed extravagantly, with wig and 
sword [fig. 25]. He looked admiringly at his reflection in the mirror, pleased with his appearance. 
This gentleman, became a fool specifically because of his overindulgence in popular trends. The 
“Extremes of fashion” made him into an insufferable idiot, and transforming him into a 
Narcissus-like character. This notion highlighted the performativity of clothing. Genteel society 
performed gentility on a daily basis during the eighteenth-century.474 Its performance was 
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essential, because the action of performing reinforced gentility’s characterization, and 
demonstrated its necessity in high society. As the most importance component of this 
performance, fashion expressed the existence of gentility within a person. However, 
commentators recognized a fine line between performing and over-performing. Becoming a 
“fool” or a “slave” to fashion, only prompted the continual development of its over-
luxuriousness.  
Rather than disappearing at the end of the century, the “Fool of Fashion” continued to 
symbolize the dangers of the “genteel disease.” Because current trends grew in extravagance 
during much of the latter half of the eighteenth century, the necessity to display of gentility 
increased. It then lost its moorings in modesty due to its resulting excessiveness as well as the 
non-genteel pursuit to attain it. The World Turned Upside Down thus recognized that an excess 
of fashion, related to a loss of decency and virtue, figured in the destruction of both men and 
women. Rather than a new idea, brought about by a rejection of elitism at the end of the century, 
social commentary marked this opinion present as early as 1745. These arguments about the loss 
of virtue and nature, through the excess and foolishness of over-ornamentation, focused on 
clothing. 
The authors of The World Turned Upside Down chose clothing as a signifier of the 
consequences of modesty’s loss, because of its recognized transformative ability and importance 
in performance. Dress contained lessons, stories, and morals that reflected tropes, rules, and 
beliefs to learn and understand. Clothing’s communicative state sent messages with ease. People 
of the eighteenth century relied heavily on exterior cues to understand an individual’s identity as 
well as their intentions. A quick look at a person’s attire told all the information necessary to 
craft a background for every individual. Therefore, one cannot overstate the importance of 
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clothing as a language. The type of fabrics, attention to detail, items chosen, and craftsmanship 
came together to provide a mini-biography of the person in question. During this time, “clothes 
made the man (or woman)” more than any other societal behavior or attribute. By the 1790s, 
dress continued to be a messaging board of political and cultural attitudes read through the 
“language of clothing.” 
 Before this period, sumptuary laws in England prevented certain classes from wearing 
fabrics and items of clothing deemed inappropriate to their station. These laws, greatly enforced, 
stopped the laboring classes from wearing items such as lace and gold and silver 
embellishments.475 They remained on the books during the eighteenth century, though generally 
ignored, especially in the colonies. The genteel classes depended upon these assumptions to 
isolate finer dress, which they believed belonged to them. More luxurious fabrics and styles 
which promoted fashion over function illustrated an expression of gentility. Most importantly, 
genteel style encouraged all the sensibilities of refinement. Contemporaries considered gentility, 
through the presence of modesty and virtue, a natural state of being, belonging to the social elite. 
Furthermore, genteel clothing reflected the refined interpretation of nature, while non-genteel 
clothing expressed its absence. However, during the middle of the eighteenth century, this mode 
of social separation began to shift. The increasing trans-Atlantic activity between the colonies 
and the metropole brought an excess of goods and services and in doing so created new 
conceptions of the relationship between humanity and the natural world. 
By the middle of the eighteenth century, ships traversed the Atlantic to reach their 
destination at a much quicker rate, allowing new cargo to arrive every day in colonial port cities. 
Aboard these ships, were products that defined the lives of colonial Americans. A reciprocal 
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relationship between the metropole and the colonists meant that raw materials would leave 
British America and Britain would send back manufactured or completed items. There were 
some items which British America produced themselves, which other parts of the Atlantic world 
consumed. Therefore, as timber, tobacco, fish, whale oil, and pig-iron made its way eastward 
across the North Atlantic, manufactured products such as textiles and Atlantically circulated 
print material like magazines, and other publications traveled westward to the colonies. Between 
the years 1700 to 1774, the aggregate output in Colonial America multiplied almost twelve 
times.476 In 1700, the economy was 4% of Britain’s, but by 1774, it reached over one-third of its 
size.477 While British North America exported a vast amount of materials, the number of items it 
imported was also high. Such numbers indicated the necessity and the reliance on Atlantically 
produced materials, and their use created a developed trans-oceanic consciousness. A shared 
material culture united those in the British Atlantic, so that cultural similarity often dwarfed their 
differences. 
All this Atlantic trade and commerce solidified the belief in a mastery of nature.  Through 
their interaction with alien forms of life and indigenous populations during the colonization 
process, Britons and Anglo-Americans altered and shaped their environment. Colonization 
introduced Europeans to new plants, animals, and minerals, spurring a re-conceptualization of 
the natural world. They evolved brand-new classification systems to accommodate the new 
imperial worldview. These rating systems, which relied on the terms “natural” and “artificial” to 
define the natural world helped justify the imperial process by suggesting that Europeans could 
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ultimately improve the landscape.478  Europeans and Anglo-Americans then extrapolated this 
“language of improvement” to focus on themselves. 
By the mid-eighteenth century, many colonial towns and villages had been settled for 
nearly or close to one-hundred years. Their colonial success across the globe led Britons and 
Anglo-Americans to believe they had transcended their old egalitarian relationship with 
nature.479 The development of this “mastery” over the natural world, fueled by the realization of 
nature as an intellectual construct480, prompted enlightened contemporaries to ask questions 
about humanity’s relationship to the animal, plant, and mineral kingdoms. 481  Questions filtered 
their way into discussions throughout print media and the public sphere illustrating a mindset 
where contemporaries believed humans could be both separate from nature as well as able to 
create it. These realizations prompted debate and had the immediate effect of making the 
categories of natural and artificial less dependable, resulting in instability. Because an 
understanding of nature and artifice was so important in how contemporaries defined the world 
around them, as well as themselves, society could not tolerate any instability. Therefore, the 
reaction was to make the dichotomy more defined and thus more controllable. 
The mastery of nature and the increase in the movement of goods came together in a 
manner which commodified nature. Colonization exploited natural resources because the 
colonies existed to support the empire and thus the metropole. Those who settled in North 
America did so for a variety of reasons, but usually, the wealthiest became involved in either 
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agriculture or trade again emphasizing the commodification of nature.482 In the New England 
colonies of Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, and New Hampshire, agriculture occurred 
at a smaller rate, compared to the Mid-Atlantic and Southern regions. Some describe New 
England farming efforts as, “produc(ing) more grains and stones, the latter more easily and 
abundant than the former.”483 While most people in New England were involved in some form of 
farming, generally it was family-oriented with fewer laborers. In the mid-Atlantic and southern 
colonies, and into the Caribbean one could find larger enterprises, such as wheat, tobacco, 
indigo, rice, and sugar. However, New England did sport a thriving internalized cod fishery as 
well as timber to create masts for ships out of pine, as well as tar and turpentine.484 Also, the 
region had smaller-scale manufacturing as well as “sugar refining, rum distilling, and flour 
milling.”485 Because of its lesser dependence on agriculture, New England became more trade 
and market-oriented in the Atlantic economy. Thus, merchants became some of the most affluent 
in the region while in the southern colonies such as Virginia and South Carolina planters filled 
this social position. Men involved in shipping and commerce lived across New England cities 
and towns, such as Marblehead, Providence, and of course, Boston. Because of the presence of 
trade, shipping, and commodities, seaports had high numbers of genteel populations. 
The genteel in British North America controlled fashion through consumerism. Because 
of the increased ability to produce materials, through better industrial technologies, Britons 
gained the capacity to create goods in greater quantities than ever before more efficiently. One of 
the main items which benefitted from this increase in technology was textiles. In British North 
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America, free and unfree laborers harvested raw goods, shipped across the Atlantic to create 
manufactured materials. Not all raw products for textiles came from British America. Britain had 
an almost exclusive monopoly on the supply and production of wool. Because of the dependency 
upon an Atlantic economy in the British colonial system, fabrics and thus clothing became 
heavily influenced by Atlantic styles making the construction and the “language of clothing” an 
Atlantic one.486 
Mantua-makers, tailors, milliners, peruke-makers, cobblers, etc. all helped to turn raw 
materials into beautiful works of art. Colonials had access to very few items that came ready-
made; examples of which are shoes and stockings, or “undress” wear.487 Many in the colonies 
created clothing of their own, usually referred to as homespun, or through purchasing fabrics and 
textiles. A more regular availability of textiles meant increased access to clothing and those who 
participated in the newly mobilized movement of consumption excitedly bought them. 
The trans-Atlantic movement and newfound necessity of these items created what 
historians call a consumer revolution.488 This revolution in consumerism involved a greater 
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number of people consuming more available and plentiful items. Because of this surge of new 
items, Anglo-Americans and Britons during the eighteenth century experienced a normalization 
of consumption, unlike anything that their parents and grandparents had experienced. More 
engaged in consumerism than had before, including a growing middle class. The presence and 
the availability of luxury items elevated the standard of living and display of wealth and prestige 
grew in importance categories of identity became less stable just as “natural” and “artificial” did. 
Dror Wahrman’s study on the self and gender play during the eighteenth century illustrates the 
instability of these categories.489 Through its commodification, “nature,” linked to modesty and 
virtue, and “artifice,” to abomination and vice, became unstable due to the ability to reproduce 
refinement.  
Contemporaries linked gentility with sensibility, modesty, and virtue; all believed to be 
inherently natural characteristics. The genteel as naturally superior could exercise great 
flexibility in what they wore. However, because of more available clothing, the non-genteel 
continually tried to dress above their station, creating instability in social identification and 
classification. Because the genteel and contemporaries understood the importance of clothing in 
performing gentility, combined with individuals wearing inappropriate clothing, they knew that 
dress itself needed protection. Essays frequently appeared in publications across the British 
North Atlantic detailing the transformative power of clothes. These pamphlets and essays 
indicated a genteel belief that clothing often functioned as the tool allowing individuals access 
into polite circles. 
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Because of the importance of clothing in creating categories of identification and 
performance, genteel contemporaries continued to rely on it to emphasize degrees of separation 
and counter instability. Due to its greater availability, the targeting of dress to solve the 
imbalance of categories of identity became problematic. Therefore, while the genteel tried to 
control clothing and fashion, to re-emphasize characteristics of modesty and virtue, they were 
unable to do so. This instability of categories and the struggle to steady them is visible 
throughout changes in fashion, certain items of costume, and conversations on current modes. 
Study of portraiture, items of clothing, conversations in print culture involving clothes, as 
well as inappropriate dressing, came together to show how dress transgressively blurred these 
boundaries of nature and social classification, despite genteel attempts to stabilize them through 
clothing. This contrasts with the traditional characterization of the bell-curve of fashion during 
the second half of the eighteenth century.490 The artwork of John Singleton Copley, Charles 
Wilson Peale, and Ralph Earl, show how instead of the bell-curve of fashion, styles instead 
wavered between three different interpretations between 1750-1800. These were modesty, 
luxury, and simplicity. While new styles and interpretations appeared in these decades, 
expressions of modesty, luxury, and simplicity each had similar executions no matter in what 
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decade they might materialize. Not only this but in each decade, these expressions appeared 
simultaneously. However, modest interpretations occurring in different decades never 
completely mirrored each other but instead shared similar characterizations. The appearance of 
these three forms of design at the same time demonstrated an alternating belief in the 
appropriateness of dress. Dress, of course, visually reflected the expressions of virtue and 
gentility. 
Examples of Copley’s work indicate how manifestations of gentility, through 
characteristics like modesty changed within two to five years. Between 1767-1772, three 
portraits of wealthy Bostonian Nicholas Boylston demonstrate changes through color schemes 
and variating aspects of nature. Similar changes occur through two portraits of Mrs. Metcalf 
Bowler, painted first in the late 1750s and then in the early 1760s. Copley used a model of a 
specific blue dress on some different women. This implies an ideal of a mold of gentility. In the 
depictions of the dress in 1763, the physical style and ornamentation of the dress altered, 
revealing that this “mold of gentility” became individualized. These fluctuations in the depiction 
of clothing, visible through Copley’s artwork, shows that ideas on appropriateness changed 
quickly. 
Not only did expressions of clothing change in the portraiture of Copley, Peale, and 
Earle, but indications of what was natural also did. Throughout each decade, typically the more 
ornamented and luxurious the clothing of the subject, the more controlled the included aspects of 
nature. Simple expressions of clothing tended to appear in portraits which included more 
“uncontrolled” aspects of nature. The relationship between the “natural” and gentility becomes 
more apparent through the relationship between clothing and aspects of nature present in the 
portraits. Modest interpretations often sat in the middle between the two extremes of luxury and 
152 
 
simplicity; thereby, expressing varying interpretations between control of nature and clothing. 
Therefore, portraiture indicated a correlation between “improved” clothing and enhanced nature, 
both which represented either an increased or decreased role in humans making something better, 
more perfect, and thus more natural. This pattern was not applicable in all cases but demonstrates 
a fluctuation in expressions of clothing styles and the natural. 
Several items of clothing such as the hoop-petticoat and the scratch wig showcased how 
ideas of modesty and virtue ebbed and flowed. During the 1740s, the hoop-petticoat prompted a 
line of conversation involving its appropriateness. Because of its large size, and “abnormal” 
proportions, one critic found it grotesque. Its overly grandiose circumference unnaturally 
inhibited movement and exaggerated the body’s contours, making it unnatural. Contemporaries 
connected this unnaturalness with the items over-luxuriousness, thrust into fashionable style due 
to refinement. Over-refinement meant that somehow, gentility had become unbalanced. Issues 
with the hoop-petticoat prompted a recognition of the problems affecting gentility. Due to an 
overabundance of the display of wealth, a described “genteel disease” grew within society. Too 
much luxury meant an abandonment of the natural characteristics, sensibility, modesty, and 
virtue, and an excess of vice, abomination, and the unnatural. To thus reclaim gentility’s modest 
origins, and restrict it only to the genteel, it had to become “natural” again. 
The study of hairdressing also indicates the significance of reinforcing this dichotomy of 
natural and artificial.491 Eighteenth-century hair-dressing manuals, available trans-Atlantically, 
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showed the close relationship between science and art, through the process of dressing the hair. 
Manuals described hair by its scientific properties first, focusing on its biology, explaining how 
the human body produced hair. A focus on science through biology indicated differences 
between groups of people, underlining the supremacy of white, Anglo-Britons. Thus, wigmakers 
preferred the hair of northern Europeans. While genteel contemporaries wanted to emphasize 
differences between themselves and other groups, they also wanted to de-emphasize differences 
within their ranks, to strengthen their claims of uniqueness and dominance. Therefore, 
recognized differences within genteel populations needed correction. To accomplish erasing 
errors and differences, hairdressers used a branch of pseudoscience, physiognomy, which 
claimed that inquisitors could identify character through physical features. Manuals dictated the 
necessity for hairdressers to know physiognomy to correct the imbalances in a person’s face and 
their head to fit them into a standard, and most importantly natural, genteel mold. This 
instructional method of correcting the face indicated a belief in the imperfection of the human 
body. To be natural, and therefore more perfect, the face, head, and hair needed assistance. 
Therefore, the intervention of people transforming the science of the body into art, improved and 
brought out those characteristics of modesty and virtue, necessary to express gentility for the 
reaffirmation of the social hierarchy and the separation between genteel and non-genteel. 
Wigs contributed to the transgression of the distinctions between natural/artificial and 
genteel/non-genteel. Earlier in the century mostly only the wealthy wore the larger and much 
grander perukes, which dwarfed the face and head. By the 1740s, contemporaries linked 
particular styles of wigs to certain professions.492 The greater availability of wigs stemming from 
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the consumer revolution meant a blurring between social categories, indicated through the 
adoption of the scratch wig. This result indicated that social distinctions were not as visible, 
prompting people to think they needed more policing of clothing to tell everyone apart. Wigs had 
then abandoned their primary responsibility of emphasizing the line between classes, and 
therefore were no longer reliable. 
On the one hand, the ability to wear a wig symbolized a man’s capability to participate in 
consumerism and thus purchase and aspire to gentility. On the other, wigs also became central in 
the expression of Anglo-manhood. Thus, the commodification of gentility through wigs was also 
a greater commodification of masculinity. Wigs became crucial in the display of masculinity.493 
However, dependence upon wigs to perform these aspects of identity meant a blurring of the 
categories of natural and artificial. The hair forming a wig did not belong to the person who wore 
it. Therefore, society recognized wigs as an artificial construct. However, despite this 
recognition, it functioned as a “natural” expression of gentility and masculinity. A wide variety 
of wigs emphasized this metamorphosis of an artificial item into a symbol of naturalness. 
However, one wig challenged this adoption of artificial into natural. 
Description of the scratch wig highlighted its natural appearance. Like a modern toupee, 
wearers combed or blended the wig into their real hair. This marked a difference from other 
wigs, which traditionally sat on top of the head, physically disconnected from the wearer. The 
introduction, popularity, and commentary on the scratch wig further created instability in ideas 
of nature and artifice. In response, some described it as artificial, simply because of its difference 
from other wigs. The eventual genteel adoption of the scratch wig indicated an attempt to reclaim 
gentility. Despite its heavy satirization, the scratch wig’s physical property of a “natural look” 
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eventually allowed for the attachment of modesty. The genteel, on a quest to return modesty to 
gentility, thus adopted the wig as their own, for outdoor sport and riding culture. 
The genteel continued attempts to bring clothing back to its modest, English origins, even 
though they understood the recent unreliability of dress. Born into the correct layer of society, 
with good breeding, the genteel believed themselves as the sole intended possessors of this 
trait.494 The genteel body was virtuous, and the most natural, meaning that non-genteel attempts 
to perform gentility through wearing refined clothing would only fall short. Despite this apparent 
knowledge, contemporaries continued to target clothing as a means of reestablishing social 
distinction. Therefore, it became necessary to control clothing through social commentary, which 
advised the genteel to dress more modestly. The greater availability of clothing meant that social 
commentators had trouble agreeing on what modesty looked like, creating instability in clothing 
styles. The genteel believed that only they had the ability to correctly, authentically, and 
naturally perform modesty and virtue. At the same time, even though the genteel had confidence 
in their capacity to recognize inauthentic performances of gentility, the presence of individuals 
throughout British North America, who successfully fooled with the use of false personas, cast 
doubt on the ability to spot a fake. Because of the recognized ability of clothing to transform a 
person, the genteel knew that the undeserving had access to the tools needed to perform 
refinement and sensibility through the adoption and practice of refined mannerisms. 
Transgressive dressing brought these fears of the genteel to life. Those who wore clothing 
inappropriate to their social position threatened the elite. Because of the destabilization of the 
division between nature and artifice, social categories also blurred. With a recognized blurring of 
social categories, through the commodification of gentility, the genteel found themselves in a 
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place of defending what they believed belonged only to them. Those who transgressively dressed 
were physical representations of these fears. Actions of transgressive dressing created “social 
monsters.” Society viewed these monsters as threatening because they reminded the genteel of 
the increased destabilization of the social hierarchy. 
Transient populations in British North America created discomfort and anxiety due to the 
inability to know the intentions of others. Unlike previous centuries, people more commonly 
lived amongst strangers, rather than those they already knew. A more mobile population and a 
greater presence of strangers prompted a greater necessity to observe and control the behavior 
and actions of others.495 By the eighteenth century, the Anglo population of British North 
America was mostly self-sustaining.496 In New England, where land was scarce, a family that 
had multiple sons forced the younger to leave and find a livelihood elsewhere. Also, imperial 
wars throughout the early and mid-eighteenth century produced many urban poor, including war 
widows, orphans, and decrepit soldiers who swarmed to port-cities looking for relief.497 Even 
though the structure of colonial cities created a physical separation between the living quarters of 
the urban poor and the genteel, residents could not ignore the greater numbers of transient 
people. As the urban poor grew in number between the 1750s-1770s, the city of Boston 
contributed more finances to provide relief.498 In 1771, tax records indicated that the top ten 
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percent of Bostonians, based upon wealth, owned 60 percent of the property, while the bottom 30 
percent held nothing at all.499 The city helped those in need to a certain extent, but if strangers 
and vagabonds within the city appeared to have no purpose, they immediately became 
untrustworthy, and city officials warned them out. The presence of this removal system showed 
the presence of genteel fears through the need to control non-genteel populations.  
Runaway advertisements printed in colonial newspapers also indicated methods of social 
control. Many of these advertisements mentioned the runaways’ ability to disguise themselves 
and their ill-intent. The ads included a description of clothing because contemporaries 
understood that dress influenced the reception of servants by other people. Contemporaries 
continually considered clothing a luxury item, despite its greater availability. They believed that 
those who read their advertisements could identify their servants through their dress, even though 
they understood clothing as newly unreliable. These ads also often included locations where the 
master believed the servant might travel to, demonstrating a knowledge of transiency. The 
mobility in Colonial America provided anonymity and thus staging ground to invent entirely new 
personas. 
Those tagged as “strangers,” “vagabonds,” and “strollers,” frequently traveled into New 
England towns and cities. Some had nefarious purposes, about which newspapers continually 
included warnings. Many pretended to be ministers to gain the admiration of townspeople. 
Others masqueraded as war veterans or spun sad histories to garner sympathy. In all cases, 
clothing functioned as an important method of their overall masquerade and deception. These 
individuals often stole “fine” clothing to wear for fooling others. Some became extremely 
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notorious, so much so that other historians have dubbed them as “colonial confidence men.”500 It 
is not only newspaper advertisements which indicated the presence of these individuals, but also 
the development of a criminal justice system meant to punish them.  
To deal with these threats and instances of transgressive dressing, authorities in New 
England shifted the focus of the criminal justice system, from moral to property. This change 
reflected the newfound importance of protecting material goods. Newspaper ads indicated that 
not only did transgressive dressers threaten gentility by replicating it, but also did so by the theft 
of material possessions needed to perform it. Residents of New England cities and towns became 
extremely watchful and on the lookout for strange behavior to protect their belongings, as well as 
themselves. 
Through their need to correct gentility, the genteel increased emphasis on the policing of 
clothing, thus contributing to the cycle of destabilizing the categories. Despite their attempts to 
contain the “social monsters,” the unnatural abominations of transgressive dressing, their success 
became hollow. Even though the advertisements and notices indicated that society discovered 
many transgressive dressers, their very presence only added more fear. Contemporaries knew 
that for each transgressive dresser that they unveiled, an unknowable number continued to 
operate in a supportive, identity-fluid environment. The realization that “wolves in sheep’s 
clothing” could appear in several packages only increased the concern.  
Thus, a trans-Atlantic worldview developed in British North America. Colonial 
Americans saw themselves as English, and ultimately as members of a larger British imperial 
culture and economy. By the 1740s, a greater sophistication in traversing the Atlantic meant that 
the ocean transformed from a barrier into a bridge. Before this, for nearly a century, Anglo-
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Americans clustered close together in communities to deal with their proximity to the cruel and 
unforgiving wilderness. Because of the ability to more quickly cross the ocean, trips became 
faster and happened more often. Upon these ships were consumable items, more easily produced 
due to improving technologies in Europe and natural resources from colonization. The presence 
of consumables on a larger scale created a commodification of nature, allowing gentility to 
become purchasable. Categories of identity were destabilized through the eighteenth-century 
Atlantic. Because nature effectively became commodified, what was natural and artificial 
fluctuated. Due to the ability to purchase gentility and perform it, the genteel, the keepers of the 
natural characteristics of modesty and politeness, found that their justification came into 
question. Thus, the fluctuation of these categories played out in conversations about clothing, 
filtering through society. The greater presence of clothing and its unreliability prompted these 
destabilizations. Finally, because of the recognized importance of clothing, the genteel continued 
to rely on it to control society, even though they knew it was no longer reliable. As a product of 
the changing environment, transgressive dressers exemplified this unreliability.  
Therefore, these fluctuations and conversations continued throughout the second half of 
the eighteenth century, even during the Age of Revolutions. By the nineteenth century, 
categories of identity had solidified, what was natural and artificial firmly expressed itself as 
distinctive from the other. For example, long pants for men replaced knee breeches for almost all 
occasions, the frock coat sported a higher collar, and wigs were replaced by hats.501 Women, 
wore fitted gowns with lower waistlines and fuller skirts.502 All in all, stability in methods of 
classification had arrived in the new United States. Clothing, however, continued to be a major 
medium and language to inform on societal concerns and changes throughout the modern era. 
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APPENDIX: CHAPTER ILLUSTRATIONS 
 
 
Copley, John Singleton. Miss Rhoda Cranston. 1758. Oil on canvas. 57 ½ in. x 48 in. 146. 1 x  
121.9 cm. Gift of Mrs. Alan Cunningham, 1978. 27. Courtesy of The Fralin Museum of  
Art at the University of Virginia. http://embark2.eservices.virginia.edu/ 
Obj95?sid=62&x=3809 Photograph © The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of 
Virginia. 
 
Figure 1: Cranston’s gown illustrates luxury during the 1750s. This amount of heavy 
ornamentation, including the cascading sleeves, white stomacher decorated with bows, earrings, 
and hair ribbons, is more typically associated with the 1770s. The portrait also shows a 
controlled amount of nature, as Cranston holds a small arrangement of flowers. 
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Earl, Ralph. Mrs. Elijah Boardman and her Son, William Whiting Boardman. 1796. Oil on  
canvas. 85 1/4 x 56 1/2 in. (216.5 x 143.5 cm.) frame: 91 3/4 x 65 5/8 x 2 in. (233 x 166.7 
x 5.1 cm.) Gift of the Virginia Steele Scott Foundation. The Henry E. Huntington Library 
and Art Gallery, San Marino, California. http://emuseum.huntington.org/objects/5145/ 
mrs-elijah-boardman-and-her-son-william-whiting-boardman?ctx=c64228eb-5613-42a8-
b0dc-9c8d49250493&idx=0. Accessed March 11, 2017. © Courtesy of the Huntington 
Art Collections, San Marino, California.  
 
 
Figure 2: Boardman’s dress, although markedly different in appearance than that of earlier styles, 
falls under the classification of luxurious. The gown has many elaborations and Boardman has a 
large amount of ornamentation in her hair. 
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Copley, John Singleton. Mrs. Benjamin Blackstone, Jr., (Eleanor Phipps). 1762-1764. Oil on  
Canvas. 48 1/8 in. x 37 1/8 in. 122.2375 x 94.2975 cm. Bequest of Herbert L. Pratt (Class 
of 1895).  Courtesy of Amherst College, Mead Art Museum, Amherst, MA. Accession 
Number: 1945.13. http://museums.fivecolleges.edu/detail.php? 
museum=all&t=objects&type=all&f=&s=blackstone&record=0. Accessed August 23, 
2016. Photograph © Amherst College, Mead Art Museum. 
 
Figure 3: Blackstone’s dress has extensive detailing and multiple types of fabric. The posturing 
of her body, coupled with the small amount of controlled nature in the painting, indicate a 
relationship between luxury and the idea of a more natural look. 
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Copley, John Singleton. Woodbury Langdon. 1767. Oil on canvas. Canvas dimensions:  
49 3/4 × 39 1/2 in. (126.37 × 100.33 cm) Framed dimensions: 57 3/4 × 47 1/2 × 3 
in. (146.69 × 120.65 × 7.62 cm). Dallas Museum of Art, The Eugene and 
Margaret McDermott Art Fund, Inc., 1996.70.1.McD. 
https://www.dma.org/collection/artwork/john-singleton-copley/woodbury-
langdon. Accessed March 8, 2017. Photograph © Dallas Museum of Art 
  
 
Figure 4: The portrait of Woodbury Langdon demonstrates luxury, through the bold colors and 
heavy ornamentation. The golden embroidery, large gold buttons, and sleeve ruffles. He also 
wears a heavily powdered gray wig. The components of nature included are minor; controlled 
and broken-up through the use of the pillar. 
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Earl, Ralph. Elijah Boardman. 1789. Oil on Canvas. 83 in. x 51 in. (210.8 x 129.5 cm)  
Bequest of Susan W. Tyler, 1979. Accession Number: 1979.395. Photograph 
courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
http://www.metmuseum.org /art/collection/search/10830. Accessed March 11, 
2017. 
 
Figure 5: Boardman’s three-piece suit illustrates luxury because each component of the suit is a 
different color and overall his costume has large, ornamental elements.  
 
165 
 
 
 
Blackburn, Joseph. Thomas Bulfinch. 1756. Oil on canvas. 76.2 x 66.04 cm. 30 in. x 26 in. Gift  
of Mr. and Mrs. John Templeman Coolidge. Accession Number: 45.516. Museum of Fine 
Arts: Boston. http://www.mfa.org/collections/object/thomas-bulfinch-32931. Accessed 
March 9, 2017. Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
 
Figure 6: Bullfinch’s clothing illustrates an expression of modest style during the 1750s. His 
jacket and vest are a dark, somber color, and he wears an older styled long wig. Modesty is the 
characteristic most associated with this decade.  
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John Singleton Copley. John Bours. About 1763. Oil on canvas. 50 ¼ in. x 40 1/8 in. Funds from  
 the bequest of Mrs. Hester Newton Wetherel. Accession Number: 1908.7. Worcester Art 
 Museum, Worcester, MA. http://vps343.pairvps.com:8080/emuseum/view/ 
 objects/asitem/search@/0?t:state:flow=a9991a8c-7a26-4d98-bedf-59d3bff7710f. 
 Accessed August 23, 2016. Image Courtesy of the Worcester Art Museum (MA). 
 
Figure 7: Bours’ clothing illustrates modesty in the 1760s. His jacket, vest, and breeches are all 
the same muddy brown color. His ensemble has moderate ornamentation with the ruffling at the 
sleeves. There is a small amount of nature in the background, but it is almost invisible, because 
of the darkness of the overall portrait. 
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Copley, John Singleton. Portrait of a Lady. 1771. Oil on canvas. Frame: 57 7/8 × 47 1/4 × 3 1/8  
in. (147 × 120.02 × 7.94 cm). Los Angeles County Museum of Art. 
http://collections.lacma.org/node/251662. Purchased with funds provided by the 
American Art Council, Anna Bing Arnold, F. Patrick Burns Bequest, Mr. and Mrs. 
William Preston Harrison Collection, David M. Koetser, Art Museum Council, Jo Ann 
and Julian Ganz, Jr., The Ahmanson Foundation, Ray Stark and other donors (85.2). 
Accessed March 18, 2017. Photo © Museum Associates/ LACMA. 
 
Figure 8: Portrait of a Lady indicates a modest interpretation of fashion due to the minor 
elaborations to the gown, as well as its more neutral color of taupe. 
 
 
168 
 
 
 
Peale, Charles Wilson. Samuel Mifflin. 1777-80. Oil on canvas. 49 7/8 in. x 39 3/4 in. (126.4 x  
101 cm). Egleston Fund, 1922. Accession Number: 22.153.1. Photograph courtesy of the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. http://metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/11718. 
Accessed September 6, 2016. 
 
Figure 9: Mifflin’s clothing of a three-piece suit, all in one shade of brown, with slight ruffling at 
the cuffs and large buttons marks his clothing as modest. 
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Earl, Ralph. Huldah Bradley. 1794. Oil on canvas. 112.08 x 81.6 cm. 44 1/8 in. x 32 1/8 in.  
Museum of Fine Arts: Boston. Accession Number: 40.3. Ellen Kelleran Gardner Fund. 
http://www.mfa.org/collections/object/huldah-bradley-32729. Accessed April 5, 2017. 
Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
 
Figure 10a: Bradley’s gown symbolizes modesty during the 1790s. The style differs from the 
1750s, but the mild colors and ornamentation mark it as such. 
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Earl, Ralph. “Lucy Bradley.” 1794. Oil on canvas. 44 1/8 x 31 1/4 in. 112.1 x 79.5 cm framed 52  
x 39 5/8 x 3 in. Detroit Institute of Arts, Founders Society Purchase, Dexter M. Ferry, Jr. 
Fund, 41.4. http://www.dia.org/object-info/dbbe3479-d4cf-432b-9c30-
227142e6d029.aspx?position=1. Accessed April 4, 2017. Photograph © Detroit Institute 
of Arts. 
 
Figure 10b: Earl painted the Bradley sisters in the same gown, illustrating the idea of a mold of 
genteel perfection. The dress illustrates modesty due to its minor elaboration, the collar, and 
emphasis on accentuating the natural contours of the body. Both of the women’s hair is 
unornamented. 
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Copley, John Singleton. Mrs. John Stevens (Judith Sargent). 1770. Oil on canvas. Image: 50 x 40  
in. (127.0 x 101.6 cm). Frame: 56 1/4 x 46 1/8 in. (142.9 x 117.2 cm) Terra Foundation 
for American Art, Daniel J. Terra Art Acquisition Endowment Fund, 2000.6. 
https://collection.terraamericanart.org/view/objects/asitem/625/1/dateBegin-
asc/alphaSort-asc;jsessionid=7E97F922B0EE9F895A6993F329B54B4C? 
t:state:flow=caa6d5d0-c50b-4ac5-8077-7c8527fe0a8d. Accessed on March 10, 2017. 
Photography © Terra Foundation of American Art. 
 
Figure 11: Steven’s gown illustrates simplicity due to the draping fabrics and virtually no 
ornamentation. Her costume demonstrates a difference in the expression of simplicity compared 
to the 1760s as her hair is dressed with some additives. 
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Earl, Ralph. Elijah Dewey. 1798. Oil on canvas. 46 in. x 35 in. Catalog Number: A62. The  
Bennington Museum, Bennington, Vermont. http://bennington.pastperfectonline.com/ 
webobject/0C6C7428-7B77-4EF4-8041-234443059555. Accessed March 8, 2017. 
Photograph © The Bennington Museum. 
 
Figure 12: Dewey’s costume falls under simplicity due to its virtual absence of ornamentation, in 
addition to the lack of a wig. 
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Copley, John Singleton. Catherine Greene. 1769. Oil on Canvas. Framed: 145.5 x 121 x 7 cm  
(57 ¼ in.  x 47 5/8 x 2 3/4 in.); Unframed: 125.7 x 101 cm (49 7/16 in. x 39 3/4 in.) The  
Cleveland Museum of Art, Gift of the John Huntington Art and Polytechnic Trust 
1915.527. http://clevelandart.org/art/1915.527. Accessed March 11, 2016. Photograph © 
The Cleveland Museum of Art. 
 
Figure 13: Greene’s dress uses draping fabrics to allow the natural contours of the body to show 
through. 
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Copley, John Singleton. Mrs. Joseph Mann (Bethia Torrey). 1753. Oil on canvas. 91.44 x 71.75  
cm. 36 in x 28 1/4 in. Accession Number: 43.1353. Gift of Frederick H. Metcalf and 
Holbrook E. Metcalf. Museum of Fine Arts: Boston. http://www.mfa.org/ 
collections/object/mrs-joseph-mann-bethia-torrey-32890. Accessed August 22, 2016. 
Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
 
Figure 14: Mann’s gown represents simple clothing due the use of draping fabrics. Mann’s 
portrait features a large amount of nature, illustrating the correlation between an abundance of 
nature and more simple clothing. 
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Copley, John Singleton. Mrs. Metcalf Bowler (Anne Fairchild). 1758-1759. Oil on canvas. 50 in.  
x 40 in. 127 x 101.6 cm. Colby Museum of Art. Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Ellerton M. Jetté, 
1982.006. http://www.colby.edu/museum/?s=mrs.%20metcalf 
%20bowler&obj=Obj3228?sid=2220&x=687589. Accessed March 11, 2017. Photograph 
© Colby Museum of Art. 
 
Figure 15: Pictured here is the first of two portraits of Mrs. Metcalf Bowler by Copley. This 
portrait shows an example of modest dress for women during the 1750s. Bowler’s hair is loose 
and unadorned. Her neckline is bare and the few ornamentations are the sleeves and the pink 
cloth. Her neck is bare and she wears no earrings. The waist is slightly emphasized, also 
characteristic of modest styles. 
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Copley, John Singleton. Anne Fairchild Bowler (Mrs. Metcalf Bowler). 1763. Oil on canvas.  
Overall: 127.2 x 102.2 cm. (50 1/16 x 40 1/4 in.) Framed: 142.9 x 118.1 x 4.4 cm (56 1/4 
x 46 1/2 x 1 3/4 in.) Gift of Louise Alida Livingston. Accession Number: 1968.1.1. 
Image Courtesy National Gallery of Art, Washington. https://images.nga.gov/ 
en/search/do_quick_search.html?q=%221968.1.1%22. Accessed January 9, 2017. 
 
Figure 16: The second portrait of Bowler exemplifies luxurious style, and nearly everything 
about the portrait has changed. Bowler wears a similarly colored dress, but its shape and 
expression are completely different. Her gown flares out much more at the waist, widening the 
hips. The embroidery around the color and the sleeves are greatly detailed and the gown now has 
a white stomacher with several bows. Bowler also wears a necklace and a mob cap on her head. 
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Copley, John Singleton. Mrs. Daniel Sargent (Mary Turner). 1763. Oil on canvas. de Young:  
Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco. 49 1/2 x 39 1/4 in. (125.7 x 99.7 cm); Frame: 56 x 
46 1/8 x 2 in. (142.2 x 117.2 x 5.1 cm). Accession Number: 1979.7.31. Gift of Mr. and 
Mrs. John D. Rockefeller 3rd. https://art.famsf.org/john-singleton-copley/mrs-daniel-
sargent-mary-turner-1979731. Accessed August 23, 2016. Photograph © Fine Arts 
Museums of San Francisco. 
 
Figure 17a: This portrait is one of the three times that Copley painted this blue dress. See 
Margaretta Lovell and Chapter 2 for more information. 
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Copley, John Singleton. Mrs. Benjamin Pickman (Mary Toppan). 1763. Oil on canvas. 127 x  
101.6 cm. 50 in. x 40 in. Accession Number: 1966.79.3. Bequest of Edith Malvina 
K. Wetmore. Courtesy of Yale University Art Gallery. 
http://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/ objects/8802. Accessed August 23, 2016. 
Photograph © Yale University Art Gallery. 
 
Figure 17b: This is another example of Copley’s use of the blue dress. See Margaretta Lovell and 
Chapter 2 for more information. 
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Copley, John Singleton. Mrs. James Warren (Mercy Otis). 1763. Oil on canvas. 126.05 x 100.33  
cm. 49 5/8 in. x 39 1/2 in. Accession Number: 31.212. Bequest of Winslow Warren. 
Museum of Fine Arts: Boston. http://www.mfa.org/collections/object/mrs-james-warren-
mercy-otis-32409. Accessed August 23, 2016. Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston. 
 
Figure 17c: This is one more representation of the blue dress. See Margaretta Lovell and Chapter 
2 for more information. 
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Copley, John Singleton. Nicholas Boylston. 1767. Oil on canvas. 127.3 x 101.1 cm (50 1/8 x 39  
13/16 in.) framed: 145.4 x 120 x 10.2 cm (57 1/4 x 47 1/4 x 4 in.) Object Number: H90. 
Harvard University Portrait Collection, Bequest of Ward Nicholas Boylston to Harvard 
College, 1828. Harvard Art Museums. Cambridge, MA. 
http://www.harvardartmuseums.org/collections/object/299949?q=nicholas+Boylston. 
Accessed August 25, 2016. Photograph © President and Fellows of Harvard College. 
 
Figure 18a: The first portrait of Boylston illustrates luxury. See Chapter 2 for more information. 
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Copley, John Singleton. Nicholas Boylston. 1769. Oil on canvas. 50 1/8 in. x 40 in.  
Accession Number: 23.504. Bequest of David P. Kimball. Museum of Fine Arts: Boston. 
http://www.mfa.org /collections /object/nicholas-boylston-32060. Accessed August 24, 
2016. Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
 
Figure 18b: The second portrait of Boylston illustrates modesty. See Chapter 2 for more 
information. 
 
 
 
182 
 
 
Copley, John Singleton. Nicholas Boylston. 1773. Oil on canvas. 238.8 x 144.8 cm (94 x 57 in.) 
 framed: 281.9 x 179.1 x 16.5 cm (111 x 70 1/2 x 6 1/2 in.) Object Number: H20. Harvard 
 University Portrait Collection, Painted at the request of the Harvard Corporation, 1773. 
 Harvard Art Museums. Cambridge, MA. 
 http://www.harvardartmuseums.org/collections/object/299800?position=1. Accessed 
 August 25, 2016. © Photo by Michael Gould. 
 
Figure 18c: The third portrait of Boylston is a return to luxury. See Chapter 2 for more 
information. 
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“Game Wigs.” Plate 1. 45-46. In Quizem, Caleb, Thomas Rowlandson, G. M Woodward, Henry 
 William Bunbury, Clara S Peck, and John McE Bowman. Annals of Sporting. 
 London, 1809: Published by Thomas Tegg. Received electronically through Transylvania 
 Library Special Collections, Clara Peck Natural History Collection, Transylvania 
 University Library, Lexington, KY. Call Number: NC1479.R8 A4 1809 c. 2. 
 Photograph ©  Transylvania Library Special Collections. 
 
Figure 19: The scratch wig, or “Black Scratch” is the first figure in the second row. 
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Darly, Matthew. “Fruit Stall.” Illustration. London, 1777. From the British Museum Collection  
Online. Museum Number: J,5.123. Accessed March 27, 2016. © Trustees of the British 
Museum. 
 
Figure 20: “Fruit Stall” is one of many images that satirizes hairstyles during the eighteenth 
century. See Chapter 3 for more information. 
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Darly, Matthew. “The Flower Garden.” Illustration. London, 1777. From the British Museum  
Collection Online. Museum Number: J,5.124. Accessed March 27, 2016. © Trustees of 
the British Museum. 
 
Figure 21: Like “Fruit Stall,” “The Flower Garden” is also a satirical image. See Chapter 3 for 
more information. 
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“Portrait of Charles Price, His Parsonic disguise, The disguise in which he negotiated the Forged  
Bank Notes.” Memoirs of A Social Monster; The History of Charles Price, Otherwise 
Bolingbroke, otherwise Johnson, otherwise Parks, otherwise Wigmore, otherwise Brank, 
otherwise Wilmott, otherwise Williams, otherwise Schutz, otherwise Trevors, otherwise 
Polton, otherwise Taylor, otherwise Powell, &c. &c. &c. and commonly called OLD 
PATCH. Containing an accurate Account of the astonishing FRAUD and ingenious 
FORGERIES of that truly GREAT MAN, On the GOVERNOR and COMPANY of the 
BANK of ENGLAND for a Series of Six Years. Including A faithful Detail of his 
DEVICES and DEPREDATIONS on SOCIETY for a Period of Fifty-five Years. London: 
G. Kearsley, 1786. 2. Gale Document Number: CW104029794. Cengage Learning. Iowa 
State University. Accessed August 22, 2015. Image Courtesy of Cengage Learning, 
Eighteenth Century Collections Online. 
 
Figure 22: This image illustrates the variety of disguises that Price used to commit crimes. See 
Chapter 4 for more information. 
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“A Servant Maid turned Mistress.” In The World Turned Upside Down or The comical  
metamorphoses: A work entirely calculated to excite laughter in grown persons and 
promote morality in the young ones of both sexes: Decorated with 34 copper plates 
curiously. Boston: I. Norman, 1794. 31. Accessed August 12, 2015. Courtesy, American 
Antiquarian Society. 
 
Figure 23: This image illustrates a reversal of class roles. 
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“The Wife acting the Soldier.” In The World Turned Upside Down or The comical  
metamorphoses: A work entirely calculated to excite laughter in grown persons and 
promote morality in the young ones of both sexes: Decorated with 34 copper plates 
curiously. Boston: I. Norman, 1794. 33. Accessed August 12, 2015. Courtesy, American 
Antiquarian Society.  
 
Figure 24: This image illustrates a reversal of gendered roles. 
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“A Fool of Fashion.” In The World Turned Upside Down or The comical metamorphoses: A  
work entirely calculated to excite laughter in grown persons and promote morality in the 
young ones of both sexes: Decorated with 34 copper plates curiously. Boston: I. Norman, 
1794. 59. Accessed August 12, 2015. Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society.  
 
Figure 25: This image showcases the dangers of fashion. See Chapter 5 for more information. 
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